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ABSTRACT 
 
SALVADORAN WOMEN’S MIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES: 
LESSONS OF CHALLENGE AND HOPE FOR THE CHURCH 
 
Ramos, Michael J., D. Min. Seattle University, 2020. 197 pp. 
Chair: Rev. Michael Trice, Ph.D. 
In this study, the researcher investigated the migration experience and 
resettlement of five Salvadoran women who sought refuge in the United States. Unlike 
refugees who have been placed after a vetting process, through an international 
placement program and the United States State Department, Salvadorans have often fled 
to the United States, with or without U.S. federal authorization. Often they have applied 
for asylum after arriving in the United States. This leaves many Salvadorans (1) separated 
from family members and loved ones, (2) facing possible economic hardship, and 
(3) vulnerable to detention and deportation. Yet, these immigrants have demonstrated—if 
we go back historically to the Salvadoran Civil War of the 1980s—an ability not only to 
survive but also to thrive in their adopted country. This study documents their 
experiences, challenges, and hopes to achieve a purposeful sampling (Patton 2015, 
52–53) and examination of patterns (Saldana 2016, 236) emerging from narrative coding 
(Saldaña 2016, 196–97) through face-to-face interviews with a small group of recently 
immigrated Salvadoran women. Specifically, through five interviews and field 
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observations, this research elicited testimony from recent, Salvadoran women immigrants 
to determine the values and principles that undergird their survival and thriving. This 
project attempts to describe what these women can teach the faith community and church 
members in the U.S., by discerning the steps that promote mutual proposals for action.  
Data interpretation included analyzing the interviewees responses using a lens of 
faith rooted in the interviewees’ self-reflection, sense of community, and relationship 
with personal faith and local churches. As agents of their own destiny, the interviewees 
offered much that would improve their lives and the lives of Salvadorans in general. 
These offerings include: (1) Understanding the impact of policies that reflect their 
struggle in the United States, and (2) discerning ministry that purports to provide 
authentic accompaniment by walking alongside one another while practicing a faith that 
pursues social justice.   
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CHAPTER 1: RESEARCH PURPOSE, DESCRIPTION, AND CONTEXT 
Introduction 
This study examined the lives of five women from El Salvador who chose to 
migrate to the United States. The researcher used individual interviews to uncover their 
migration stories, including their journey, expectations, hopes, disappointments, and 
challenges. By documenting the experiences of these Salvadoran women, the researcher 
sought greater understanding about how each participant managed to survive the 
migration ordeal and what each sees as possible avenues to help them thrive in the United 
States. The researcher also listened to their interpretations of their faith and their life in 
the United States.  
This chapter considers the purpose and importance of the study. It reflects on the 
sample and research questions chosen to assist the researcher in identifying thematic 
patterns that represent the Salvadoran women’s migration experience as they sought to 
reach and then enter the United States. The chapter describes the background and role of 
the researcher to ensure that the reader will understand how the researcher’s experience 
could influence the identification of themes. The chapter then provides both the historical 
and policy context for the social reality of Salvadoran migrations to the United States. 
The researcher believes that such a context (i.e., to see this reality) contributes to the 
ability to listen well to the women interviewed. The researcher also addresses related 
research and provides an interpretation of terms used in the study. The chapter concludes 
with a summary. 
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The phenomenon of immigration into the United States has become a polarizing 
issue for U.S. public debate. Proposals for a border wall to cover the southern U.S. border 
with Mexico, but not the northern U.S. border with Canada are aimed at people from 
Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean who may be attempting to cross into the 
U.S. as a matter of life and death. By most accounts, 11 million undocumented people 
live in the United States today (Amstutz 2017, 3). The vast majority have come from 
Mexico and Central America (Lesser and Batalova 2017, 12). Their lives and livelihoods 
are impacted by the regime of interior enforcement used by the U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement and the U.S. Border Patrol which use detention in immigration 
prisons and deportation as possible solutions to border enforcement.  
In this antagonistic milieu, the voices, stories, and experiences of Central 
Americans who have recently migrated to the United States are rarely heard. How they 
perceive their own reality, their migration to a new home, and their dreams for  
self-determination provide rich insights for people who desire to journey with and among 
them. This qualitative research project, using personal interviews, was designed for deep 
listening to the experiences of women immigrants from El Salvador. The researcher 
sought to understand what the women reveal about the challenges and opportunities they 
have addressed and those they will face in the future. They also articulate their present 
struggle for liberation. As a result, this investigation documented the women’s experience 
through their stories—in contrast to a mainstream media discourse in which immigrants 
are often seen through negative labels or characterized by assignment to politically 
charged categories. Their insights into their life and immigration experiences suggested a 
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lens by which the church and society to build a different narrative about these courageous 
people: one that includes an opportunity to build a more just and equitable reality in the 
United States. 
Purpose and Importance of the Study 
Through five interviews and observations, this research sought to elicit, from the 
testimony of recent Salvadoran women immigrants, those values and principles that 
undergird their survival and thriving—and which can teach faith community and church 
members in the U.S. discernible steps for creating mutual proposals for action. (For a 
glossary of terms, please see Appendix A.)  
Some Salvadorans have made a conscious decision to take the risk to cross 
borders to come to the United States. For reasons soon to be discovered, each person has 
taken flight to seek refuge in a new land and culture. Each Salvadoran woman who 
migrates to the United States cherishes, like all migrants, a hope and dream for their 
future. Each also has a voice with which to express her reality in her own words. The 
researcher was interested in hearing each interviewee’s self-perception of her reality. 
Analysis for common themes and insights, based on the interviews, followed. How do 
Salvadoran women immigrants’ experiences speak to their sense of freedom or 
liberation? How do these experiences suggest the role for a faith community or 
congregation to serve as an ally in the women’s struggle? 
In the interviews the researcher listened for (1) the experiences and root causes 
for the participants’ migration, (2) the journey narrative itself, and (3) requirements for 
establishing a home in the United States. Today, all immigrants experience increased 
  4 
 
activity by the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement and the U.S. Customs and 
Border Patrol. With regard to Salvadorans, these agencies have stated that they are 
targeting alleged gang members; this results in a rise in deportation-related deaths 
(Stillman 2018). Given these realities, the researcher interviewed the immigrant women, 
asking them to tell their personal story of coming to grips with these new tactics. 
Specifically, Salvadoran immigrant women provided first-hand accounts of their 
experiences. Due to the predominance of the Roman Catholic faith among Salvadorans, 
and the growing evangelical congregations in El Salvador, faith (both historically and 
currently) plays an important role in the life of the people. Faith in the context of this 
study is a belief system or spiritual expression that provides guidance, inspiration, and/or 
motivation for one’s life. 
How exactly does faith serve as a guide and underpinning for survival and 
thriving? The study looked at characteristics and values that help now and which 
historically have helped the participants to endure. It led to an assessment of how 
Salvadorans face the prospect of influencing conditions for their future in the United 
States. At the same time it helps stem the tide of social disintegration in their country of 
origin. The study revealed their hopes for the future and what liberation means for them 
in the context of living in the United States. This study connected the meaning of faith for 
this specific population and the possible role of the church in accompanying them to the 
strengthening of a church, community, and society.  
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Research Questions 
Immigrants and refugees, including Salvadorans, contribute much to the U.S. 
economy and society, as well as through remittances to their country of origin (Lesser 
and Batalova 2017, 7–8). Often, they are able to find sources of hope and inspiration for 
undertaking heroic migration journeys and for persevering while living in the shadows 
(i.e., trying to go about their daily lives without detection from immigration authorities). 
Research questions posed during the in-depth interviews provided a substantive 
description to help uncover the experience of Salvadoran women immigrants and the 
meaning they give to their experience. The researcher asked questions that allowed 
sufficient distance for the immigrants’ voices to speak their truth without presumption or 
judgement. Specifically, questions allowed them to explore the migration experience 
from the perspective of having arrived at or in new place and nation and how values, 
including those of their faith, shape that experience. The researcher was keenly interested 
in observing themes that would emerge from the interviews; specifically, (1) what stories 
do they wish to share from their point of view? and (2) do they see their faith, from any 
religious or spiritual source, as a life-giving source that allows them to endure suffering, 
address fear, and overcome myriad obstacles—to not only survive (physically with basic 
needs met) but thrive (expand financial and vocational opportunity in the context of 
family)? And, (3) finally, how do they see themselves as participating in and shaping 
community life?  
The implications of the research were intended to assist the pastoral minister or 
the community member who accompanies immigrants and refugees. Such an approach is 
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rooted in an understanding of these immigrants as having agency in their lives, including 
in the pursuit of socially just outcomes. As churches and faith communities walk with 
immigrants in various stages of the migration process, several questions have emerged 
for this research:  
 Do the Salvadoran women believe that local church bodies or congregations 
hear their concerns and hopes?  
 How do the Salvadoran women themselves experience, if they do, church 
accompaniment and solidarity? 
 Do they see a role for themselves in proposing practical or policy solutions for 
the well-being, legal status, and reception of immigrants in general in the 
United States? 
As the researcher, I was interested in examining patterns that might yield answers to 
these questions.   
Qualitative Research to Achieve Purpose 
The subjects for this research were five recent Salvadoran women immigrants to 
the United States. These sojourners displayed remarkable characteristics for adaptation, 
survival, and resilience, even as the context for their presence in their new home has 
become more difficult. By exploring these characteristics, those congregations that 
increasingly are choosing to accompany them could find keys for their own ministries 
and discover opportunities for mission and transformation. 
This research was undertaken to investigate how recent Salvadoran women 
migrants to the United States express their migration experience and to see what patterns 
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might emerge as keys to their survival and thriving. The researcher framed questions that 
he wished to explore through the course of this study: 
 How do current immigration enforcement practices affect your present 
living conditions and circumstances?  
 How do you identify yourselves in the context of oppression and seek to 
develop your capacity as agents of liberation, resiliency, and community? 
 How has your experience of faith been shaped by migration and the 
adjustment to life in the United States? 
 What cultural and spiritual resources do you draw upon from your country 
of origin? 
 How do you describe your encounter with the mainstream U.S. society? 
 Is there a correlation between the process of Iberian and British 
colonization of the Southern and Northern hemispheres, respectively, and 
a new type of “violent and unequal encounter of cultures” in the 
twenty-first century (Garcia-Rivera 1995, 6)?  
This research project took into account the act of migration (doing) and asks how 
this act has informed and influenced the immigrants’ presence today (being), which may 
lead to pathways for further action in the future both for themselves and the church 
(doing). Seeing the interplay of action and reflection in the women’s lives (Schreiter 
1985, 15) opened horizons for this (or any) researcher interested in ministry alongside 
immigrant women in similar circumstances.  
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Salvadoran women who have migrated to the United States possess individual 
characteristics, experiences, and perspectives that can be explored as a phenomenon. 
When analyzed together, shared insights emerged from the crucible of U.S. immigration 
policy and highlighted the need for dignified treatment of these and other migrating 
people. Five Salvadoran women, in two cities, were interviewed with a goal of 
understanding each woman’s capacity for transformation—and to teach church members 
how best to accompany them.  
Creswell suggests that phenomenological research should focus its exploration on 
a single phenomenon, or object, or matter of study (Creswell 2016, 262). This study set 
out to explore the experience of Salvadoran women who have immigrated to the United 
States. The researcher notes the complexity of exploring such a phenomenon. First, he 
sought to understand what the women state as their experience (how they see their 
reality). Second, the researcher listened for how the women interpret their experience, 
particularly as women who have migrated from one country to another (how they judge 
or discern the meaning of their experience). Third, he wanted to learn what they believe 
will help them change their lives for the better (what actions would strengthen their 
ability to thrive). In this way, the researcher explored the women’s lives through the lens 
of how they “see, judge, and act” in their own experience (Marins and Trevisan 2015). In 
turn, the researcher’s methodology for distilling the essence of each woman’s experience 
(Creswell 2016, 263), was to: (1) examine the frequency of words that they use (see), 
(2) listen for the essence of their migration experience in the light of their faith (judge), 
and to (3) find patterns that might shed light on their current lives and future prospects 
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(reflected-upon action, Freire 1970, 33). This study places at its center the women’s 
experience and the thematic patterns that emerge from their interviews. Corroborating 
evidence added context and depth to their experience.  
The research was ultimately geared toward action; that is, “Action Research” 
(Sensing 2011, 56). This study began with the women’s experiences and the meaning 
they attach to those experiences. It then proceeded to examine aspects of their lives that 
helped or hindered their thriving (sense of well-being and opportunities for 
advancement). And finally, it moved in context, with corroborated social and cultural 
data, toward the role of people of faith who wish to accompany these women and other 
immigrants on a path toward greater freedom.  
The study viewed personal and social change as part of the essence any faith 
expression (for example, growing in relationship to God, becoming more compassionate 
toward one’s neighbors). This meant that the possibilities for transformation, as 
experienced or hoped for by the women interviewed, would have lessons for the positive 
transformation of society at large. As a study about the transformation of migrating 
individuals’ lives—in relation to the living out of the social mission of the church and 
congregation—it is considered a phenomenological study (Patton 2015, 115).  
In sum, the study design sought to identify and correlate what proved to be the 
core for the women’s experience as they expressed it; namely, their current reality, hopes 
for their future, their faith, and values. Their meaning-making, via their faith and values, 
provided clues about their ability to survive and thrive in a foreign land, and it suggested 
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possibilities for the life of the church and congregation in its mission in service to the 
world. 
Background and Role of the Researcher 
The researcher (i.e., Principal Investigator or PI) is a Latino male and a Catholic 
by faith. He is a native of New York City, of Puerto Rican ancestry. His paternal 
grandfather immigrated from Spain to the United States. 
Further, the researcher has served in ecumenical and interfaith contexts for more 
than three decades. His first exposure to Salvadoran migrants was through the Sanctuary 
Movement of the early 1980s. This faith-based effort to provide hospitality, often on 
church property, aided Salvadorans and Guatemalans fleeing brutal civil wars in their 
countries. These were people for whom deportation could have meant persecution and 
death. As part of an ecumenical refugee program, he subsequently worked with Central 
Americans in the Seattle area from 1984 to 1986.  
His experience with many more immigrants of varied ethnic backgrounds 
continued as Director of Latino Ministry of the Diocese of Oakland (1992 to 1998). In 
California during this time, the rise of Proposition 187 (which would have denied 
education, social services, and health care to children and adults perceived to be 
undocumented) galvanized many Spanish-speaking faith advocates and they voiced their 
opposition. This pivotal experience led to a now 30-year advocacy focus to confront 
various forms of anti-immigrant legislation and to promote the principles of 
Comprehensive Immigration Reform (a pathway to citizenship, family reunification, 
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rights in the workplace, due process, etc.). Efforts included coordination of the Seattle 
bus for the Immigrant Worker Freedom Ride in 2003.  
The researcher counts his pastoral experiences with Central American and 
Mexican cultures as pivotal in bridging the gap between his educational privilege and his 
rootedness as a Latino in ministry. His current ministry, as Executive Director of the 
Church Council of Greater Seattle, involves coordinating a variety of faith community 
responses throughout the Puget Sound Region. Issues needing a response include 
marginalization (e.g., people experiencing homelessness), hate (e.g., toward Muslim and 
other religious minorities), violence (especially directed at communities of color), as well 
as scapegoating and fearmongering toward immigrant communities.  
The research undertaken built upon the researcher’s previous and current 
experience. In addition to interpreting the results from extensive interviews, the 
researcher: made journal entries; compared ministerial experience in the field with the 
results of open-ended interviews; spoke with Central American women, who are not part 
of the interviews, to gain additional cultural context; and, spoke with expert colleagues in 
current immigration policy and practice.   
Locating the Recent Experience of Salvadoran Migration 
in U.S. Historical and Policy Context 
Background 
Migration is a human and global phenomenon. For centuries, people have moved 
from one territory to another for a variety of reasons: to find arable land, to be close to 
resources such as water and edible plants, to escape war or naturally occurring 
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phenomena such as volcanoes, and to flee persecution. With the development of the 
nation-state, migration may also involve movement within the borders of a country 
(internal displacement) or crossing borders to another nation (external migration). (Please 
see glossary of terms in Appendix A). Migration to the land that became the United 
States has been a significant part of its history. For many, the national narrative is 
symbolized by the Statue of Liberty and the poem of Ezra Lazarus, including the words, 
“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free.”  
The reality of U.S. immigration involves both reception and restriction. 
Restriction has included access to citizenship and its privileges (the Naturalization Act of 
1790 limited citizenship to white, land-holding males) (Lee 2019, 14–15). The U.S. has 
also restricted access racially, for instance the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (Lee 2019, 
92), the institutions of slavery and Jim Crow laws, and the expropriation of land and 
genocide of Native Americans. While various quotas determining how many people 
could be legally received into the United States have shifted in numbers and emphasis 
over time, only in the twentieth century until the present—and especially since 1965 have 
legislative policies and enforcement at the Southern border of the U.S. with Mexico 
become a focal point in public discourse (Chomsky 2014, 59–60).  
Distinguishing between various categories of immigrants and refugees (please see 
glossary in Appendix A) and who should be allowed to stay permanently in the U.S. was 
publicly debated in the 1980s in the context of the post-Vietnam War era and the 
Salvadoran and Guatemalan civil wars and the time thereafter. Deteriorating economic 
conditions and the impacts of economic globalization led to increased migration from 
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Mexico and Central America in the 1990s and early 2000s. At the same time, neo-nativist 
movements which portrayed these migrants of color as “other” and to be excluded, began 
to expand their influence (for example, the researcher worked with the Latinx community 
in Oakland, California, at the time of Proposition 187 in California in 1994, which as 
mentioned earlier sought to deny health, education, and social services to migrants 
perceived to be undocumented). These developments, coupled with new rises in the 
numbers of people migrating, both in the United States and Europe, has led to 
in-migration often being framed as a problem to be solved, rather than part of a global 
pattern of movement for human survival.  
Particularly since 9/11, commonly stated perceptions among some of the general 
population and elected officials include the belief that: (1) migrants who have come and 
settled (i.e., immigrants) take away jobs (from native-born people); (2) lead to physical 
insecurity or criminality, and (3) fail to assimilate to an “American” way of life. Unstated 
perceptions include a cultural threat— rooted in racism—that local communities are and 
will be changed by newcomers who are “different” from the more established population. 
Consequently, when levels of migration increase, the perception, fed by organizations 
and think-tanks that seek to restrict immigration, and similarly minded media, that it is 
the migrants themselves who “are” the problem comes quickly. Policies and framing that 
label and target immigrants soon follow (Dreby 2015, xii). The implications are not only 
the scapegoating of migrants for social ills, both real and imagined, but also policies and 
practices that effectively dehumanize people. Yet, people who have migrated to the U.S. 
in the vast majority, are first seeking to survive (enjoy the basic right to life with basic 
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necessities being met, such as food and shelter) and second, to thrive (be able to work, 
study, participate in society with the prospect of enhancing economic and social status 
over time) as contributing members of their adopted country (see also Appendix A). In 
other words, the migrant population leaves home for a new land to protect and enhance 
their own humanity. 
The International Rescue Committee (IRC) notes that “nearly 20,000 Salvadorans 
were killed from 2014 to 2017; this represents more violent deaths than in countries such 
as Libya, Somalia and Ukraine which were at war.” (IRC 2019, 5). This reality certainly 
contributed to higher migration levels. In 2017, more than 12,000 asylum requests from 
Salvadorans were received in the United States (IRC 2019, 5). Meanwhile, official 
federal policy affecting Salvadorans became more restrictive. For example, the category 
of Temporary Protected Status (TPS) was rescinded (but since re-instated) and parents 
seeking asylum were separated from their children during 2018 (until stopped as official 
policy due to public outcry and a federal judge in Los Angeles enforcing what is known 
as The Flores Settlement). (IRC 2019, 5; Schey, 2019). In addition to these administrative 
policy changes, language used by the current president and the Department of Homeland 
Security have labeled Salvadorans as either criminal gang members (Trump 2018) or 
irresponsible pawns of smugglers who are trying to take advantage of the United States. 
Specifically, frequent criticism of the MS-13 gang, many of whose members are in El 
Salvador, provides a justification for policies that deny due process in the immigration 
enforcement or court system for the vast majority of Central Americans who have no 
affiliation whatsoever with a gang. More often it is the case that Central Americans, 
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especially Salvadorans, are actually fleeing gang violence (IRC 2018, 5). This is borne 
out by the fact that the Department of Justice announced in the summer of 2018 that 
being a victim or target of gang violence or domestic violence will no longer be an 
acceptable criteria in immigration court for the granting of asylum (Matter of A-B, 
Respondent, Decision by Attorney General June 11, 2018. U.S. Department of Justice. 27 
I & N December 316 (A.G. 2018), 316–46). Previously, being a victim of gang or 
domestic violence could qualify as being a member of a persecuted “social group” by the 
international convention on refugees. With the attorney general’s decision, the number of 
asylum cases granted may be significantly reduced.  
Salvadoran immigrants have also been affected by the recent policies regarding 
the revocation of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program and the 
possible loss of TPS for 200,000 Salvadorans in the United States (extended for one year 
in October 2019; U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2018, 1–3). These immigrants 
also have faced obstacles in navigating an immigration system that emphasizes detention 
and deportation. This case study shed light on the impact of these policies and practices 
in the lives of immigrants and what coping mechanisms allow for overcoming these 
grave threats for personal and familial disruption. 
Increased interior enforcement of immigration laws in the United States has a 
profound impact on immigrants who may have a stated well-founded fear of persecution, 
should they be deported to their countries of origin. The prospect of deportation is neither 
a partisan nor new phenomenon. Each year between 2009 and 2012, approximately 
400,000 migrants were deported from the United States (Dreby 2015, 22–23). In the case 
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of El Salvador, deportation may lead to violence against the returnee and/or the returnee’s 
family, or even death (Stillman 2018). Human Rights Watch recently documented 138 
such deaths after deportation back to El Salvador (2020).  
Over the last three years, interior enforcement by U.S. Immigrations and Customs 
Enforcement has been intensified, just as more Central Americans from the Northern 
Triangle of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala have come with hopes of settling in 
the United States. While Southern border arrests of Central Americans had grown in the 
last years of the Obama administration, Foer suggests that arrests generally in the interior 
ramped up immediately in 2017, “In the first eight months of the Trump presidency, ICE 
increased arrests by 42 percent” (Foer 2018, 60). For these reasons, and others explored 
in the study, these immigrants are highly motivated to stay in the United States and to 
root themselves in their adopted country, regardless of the level of acceptance by federal 
authorities (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 44).  
Over time, the context in which Salvadorans have migrated to the U.S. has shifted 
as different federal policies and practices have been implemented. The risk of detention 
and deportation has been a reality faced by Salvadorans over the last two generations. 
The prospect of surviving and thriving in the U.S. has been worth the risk given the 
potentially devastating, if not fatal consequences of not fleeing. This study accounted for 
this context. It focused upon how recent Salvadoran women immigrants expressed their 
own experience of arrival and establishing themselves. The study anticipated that the 
women interviewed for this research would shed light on both their own qualities as 
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migrating human beings and potential changes in policy that might enhance their 
surviving and thriving.  
Interpretive Context for Use of Terms in This Study 
This study is concerned with people who have migrated from one country, El 
Salvador, to another country, the United States. Salvadoran migrants have arrived by 
various routes and exist within a spectrum of statuses, in accordance with complex 
United States immigration law. This study did not entail questions or analysis regarding 
the delineation of status (in order to protect anonymity), but rather focused on Salvadoran 
women’s self-description of the journey of life and faith, in the context of geographical, 
familial, cultural, and spiritual understandings of the migration journey.  
For this study, the terms migrant and immigrant are used interchangeably, 
consistent with the malleability of words and connotations in public and private discourse 
(See Glossary of Terms, Appendix A). They may, however, in certain situations imply or 
denote different meanings. The word “immigrant” can suggest (1) anyone who has 
migrated, or (2) a type of social (whether legal or not) status having landed and settled 
within the United States, or a (3) person who lacks the documentation (hence, an 
immigrant who is undocumented) to stay in an authorized manner in the United States. 
With these multiple potential meanings in mind, “immigrant” is most often used 
generically to refer to various people who have migrated.  
The term “refugee” is more complex because of historic distinctions between 
“economic” and “political” refugees, the latter in a Cold War context seen as legitimate 
(Betts and Collier 2017, 38–40), with the former, especially as applied to Salvadorans 
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and Guatemalans, in the context of U.S. foreign policy (Menjivar 2006, 1011) 
delegitimized and relegated to the margins of society. Political refugees were those who 
were either granted refugee status before entering the United States or were granted 
asylum by an immigration judge. In common twenty-first century usage, the word 
“refugee” in the United States context suggests people from another country of origin 
who have been given the status of refugee, which entitles them to certain rights, legal 
presence, and a pathway toward permanent residency. 
Even with these distinctions, the term does hold a common denominator as 
denoting a person seeking refuge, in other words, fleeing from a situation such as 
violence or war in another country, usually their country of origin. (Betts and Collier 
2017, 30). Seeking refuge from the circumstances that have engendered fear for survival, 
the refugee hopes to arrive at a place where the person can live safely in peace. 
In the 1980s, Salvadorans as a group were considered by federal authorities to be 
economic refugees (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 80–81). This was in contradistinction to refugees 
from other countries who were also ravaged by war, violence, political strife, or 
disruption from natural disasters. These latter refugees go through a long and arduous 
vetting process through international refugee organizations and the United States 
Department of State in their homelands (Rabben 2016, 190) to ensure safety and stability 
both for the family and for the United States. To attain legal status, Salvadorans fleeing 
from civil war had no choice but to be asylum seekers upon arrival in the U.S. in order to 
be granted a legal status. Linda Rabben describes an asylum seeker as “a person who is 
trying to become a refugee” (Rabben 2016, 9). Salvadorans applying for asylum during 
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the early 1980s were denied by an immigration judge 97% of the time (Bibler-Coutin 
2007, 48; Menjivar 2006, 1012).  
Significantly, actions by the faith community providing public sanctuary for 
Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants at risk of deportation led to the filing of a 
lawsuit, American Baptist Churches v. Thornburgh (ABC), resulting in the reopening of 
tens of thousands of asylum claims which had been denied (1990) (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 
54). The settlement from this case, combined with the granting of Temporary Protected 
Status for Salvadorans who had arrived to the United States before September 19, 1991 
(Bibler-Coutin 2007, 56), and the passage of NACARA (Nicaraguan Adjustment and 
Central American Relief Act) in 1997, led many tens of thousands of Salvadorans to a 
legal status and permanent residency in the United States. Once considered by 
governmental authorities as economic migrants who did not merit legal status 
(Bibler-Coutin 2007, 49), new pathways emerged that changed the categorization and 
public perception of Salvadoran immigrants and their official status according to U.S. 
law. Who was deemed “legal” and who not, was not just a matter of interpreting existing 
law, but rather an evolutionary process through which advocacy could lead to 
fundamental changes of public policy and hence the law; it was and is currently a 
complex political and social construction. (Flores and Schachter 2018, 841). Implications 
for the present research note the changeability of policy, practice, and law, even while 
ensuring the anonymity of the Salvadoran subjects being interviewed. Not being accepted 
as refugees as a matter of federal policy or interpretation of immigration law for the 
researcher does not mean that Salvadorans and Guatemalans were or are not refugees in 
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the understanding of the experience to include fleeing war, violence, and forced 
displacement (Alvarado 2017, 9). However, for clarity in the present study, those people 
seeking refuge without the legal definition of refugee were considered migrants or 
immigrants, in one or another statuses or undocumented status. Hence, consistent with 
current scholarship and common discourse, economic refugees were termed “economic 
migrants” (Alvarado, 2017, 9), one of several terms that are part of a social construct that 
will be described below and in chapter 5. 
For Salvadorans then, and today, the United Nations Refugee Convention of 1951 
applies: a refugee is a human being who: owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable or, 
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, 
not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as 
a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 
(United Nations High Commission on Refugees – Refugee Convention 1951, 14). 
In this light, the Congress approved the Refugee Act of 1980, which permitted 
foreign nationals who arrived in the U.S. to apply for asylum (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 52). 
This commitment has been tested socially and politically in the context of increased 
arrivals of Central Americans from 2011 on, as well as refugee flows to Western Europe 
during this same time period. Many recent Salvadoran arrivals have sought safety from 
violence and stability for themselves and their families; they have applied for asylum and 
now await adjudication of their cases. This is one of several legal remedies pursued by 
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Salvadorans, over the decades up to the present, with such little success in the 1980s that 
the asylum adjudications were found to be discriminatory. Salvadorans today bear the 
legacy of such practices which, in context, will be explored in the experience of the 
women interviewed. 
For some Salvadorans who have been in the U.S. for more than a decade, TPS has 
been applicable, as it has been reserved to countries, such as El Salvador, that 
experienced a tremendously devastating earthquake (as it did in 2001), war, or other 
disaster. TPS grants a form of status “that provides employment authorization and 
protection from deportation for foreign nationals who cannot return to their home 
countries” (Baran and Salgado 2017, 1). Thus, in 2017 approximately 186,403 
Salvadorans have been able to live and work in this country without permanent resident 
status (Baran and Salgado 2017, 1). TPS for Salvadorans was scheduled to end in 2019, 
but has been extended into 2021, pending the results of a court’s stay relating to 
implementation of ending TPS (Nielsen, U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2018). 
For some Salvadorans, another form of relief from being subject to deportation 
has been the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals Program (DACA). This program 
“gave undocumented youth the right to work and not be deported for two years, subject to 
renewal for an additional two years” (Amstutz 2017, 49–50). This opportunity was ended 
by the Department of Homeland Security in March 2018, although the continuance of the 
program is currently being heard by the U.S. Supreme Court (Amici Curiae in Support of 
State of New York v. Donald J. Trump, 2017). 
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The author prefers to use the terms “undocumented immigrant” or “unauthorized 
entry or migration” with regard to those people lacking official, federally recognized 
(protected) status, and who have not submitted an application for asylum or other relief. 
Just as the concept of “undocumentedness” itself is a relatively recent social construct 
that has not existed for much of U.S. history (Chomsky 2014, Introduction), so too the 
notion of “illegality” has negative connotations beyond a simple definition of not holding 
a legal status (Dreby 2015, 5,8). The concept may be viewed as a political identity, 
obscuring the fluidity with which people move from one status to another and the 
accompanying uncertainty that immigrants often experience (Dreby 2015, 221). Such 
connotations will be explored in chapter 5. For this study, the author understood the 
concept of “illegality” to be a prejudicial label that may apply to the interpretation of 
laws but not as a descriptor for human beings. The point of departure for this study was 
for the interviewees to define themselves and to have listened to how they may or may 
not articulate a particular status, without prompting nor judgement (Sensing 2011, 112). 
Whether or not the interviewees have petitioned for asylum, or might be eligible for 
another form of relief, their identities were protected to prevent any harm or adverse 
consequences as a result of participating in this research. 
Related Research 
The author’s research notes the comprehensive research on the Salvadoran reality 
of “emigration” by Dr. Susan Bibler-Coutin (2007, 16). Her ethnography covering the 
period from the flight of Salvadorans from the civil war in the 1980s until early 2006 
documents the complexity of leaving El Salvador and arriving in the United States and 
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the ongoing interplay of coming and going and “belonging” and “exclusion” beyond 
physical and legal boundaries (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 9). Further, her research is 
foundational for interpreting the current social fragmentation in El Salvador, vulnerability 
of people migrating from there, and process of dehumanization (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 
109–10).  
This study also acknowledges the important work of the sociologist, Dr. Cecilia 
Menjívar, who in one of her earlier studies conducted more than 100 in-depth interviews 
with Salvadorans in San Francisco, Washington, D.C., and Phoenix. In particular, she 
looked at the critical role that evangelical and Roman Catholic churches have played in 
assisting—through resources and services and the sense of welcome—the process of 
cultural adaptation and integration to life in the United States (Menjívar 2003). Dr. 
Menjívar’s research confirmed that spiritual resourcing in a congregational setting is at 
least as important as other types of resources for Salvadorans’ well-being. Dr. Menjívar 
has prominently documented and interpreted the Salvadoran experience to the present, 
exploring such questions as status, gender, religiosity, and the experience of “liminal 
legality” (Menjívar 2006).  
Since 2011, a new wave of Salvadoran immigrants has come to the United States, 
in a much more polarized political atmosphere. This present study, indebted to Menjívar, 
Bibler-Coutin and other sociologists and experts on the phenomenon of migration, is 
interested in the role of the church and faith communities in accompanying immigrants. 
However, this researcher looked at a much narrower group of recent Salvadoran 
immigrants in a qualitative study. The hermeneutical key was rooted in the contexts of 
  24 
 
country of origin and destination, and in the answer to this question: How do the 
separation of family members, the experience of tragedy and trauma, and the risk of 
deportation impact their capacity to persist in the United States? The researcher explored 
the role of personal faith and teased out implications for a church committed to a broad 
frame of social justice and the common good. 
Summary of Research Project 
This project focused upon interviews with Salvadoran women in the United 
States, voices which often are not heard by the larger society. As part of this qualitative 
research, the researcher provided a theological grounding for his exploration of their 
experiences as people who have migrated. Then, he detailed the methodology to be 
followed, including ethical considerations. An analysis of the results continued this study. 
Finally, the researcher discussed emerging themes, practical implications, and areas for 
further research to conclude the project. 
Summary of Chapter One 
The researcher described the following topics in this chapter: (1) the purpose and 
importance of the study, (2) details of the sample and research, (3) the questions chosen 
to elicit themes from the experience of Salvadoran women, (4) the description regarding 
the background and role of the researcher, and (5) the limitations and delimitations of the 
study. The researcher then offered a background of the Salvadoran social situation in the 
United States in the context of U.S. history and federal policy. The grounding for the 
researcher to “see” this social reality provided a lens through which to “listen” to the 
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women’s testimony. The researcher then addressed the interpretation of terms used in the 
study and identified sources of related research.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
Introduction 
Central to theological reflection for this qualitative research is a methodology that 
begins with reality and highlights the experience of faith while honoring scripture and 
religious tradition (Groody 2007, 60–61). Jose Marins suggests that a Christian practice 
may be interpreted through a model of “experience-reflection-experience” (Marins, 
Chanona, and Trevisan 1983, 66) that in the context of insertion into a community 
involves: seeing (a situation or reality), judging (or discerning in light of the gospel), 
acting (commitment and action, such as the moral step of offering hospitality), evaluating 
(the results or fruit of action), and celebrating (recognition and thanksgiving for 
meaningful life together) (Marins, Chanona, and Trevisan 1983, 66). These five steps of 
movement may be considered a circle of lived faith.  
This study examined the migration experience of Salvadoran women as they seek 
to survive and thrive in a new country. As a study of human life in a localized context, 
each woman was a locus for theology; reflection took their experience as a point of 
departure for interpreting God’s activity in their lives.  
The researcher listened for their experience of reality as they see it, listened for 
their articulation of values and faith expression, sought understanding of their actions for 
survival and thriving, evaluated their interpretation of pathways toward freedom in a 
foreign land, and ultimately celebrated with the participants the results of the study (when 
the researcher returned the results to the people interviewed). This hermeneutical circle 
provides a lens of interpretation for the phenomenon of Salvadoran immigrant women’s 
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experience. As Ivone Gebara notes, “Phenomenology must rely on the data of concrete 
existence, on things that appear in the field of our experience.” (Gebara 2002, 14) 
Listening to the women’s experience is step one. As subjects who speak, Gebara reminds 
us that “to relate is to interpret.” (2002, 16). Transcribing, translating, and reading their 
narratives is “already to reinterpret” (Gebara 2002, 16). Hence, the communication of 
lived experience with a listener (in this case the researcher) implies a relationship 
between speaker and hearer. 
To listen well for how God is at work in the women’s journey to survive and 
thrive, gender must be considered. Women’s experience, intensified in the context of the 
risk-taking decision to migrate, is not the same as a man’s experience. Interpretation of 
the phenomenon of each woman’s personal journey to a new country must address the 
“perspective of gender: the difference is a historical process that has subjected women to 
domination and marginalization because of their enculturated biology” (Gebara, 79). 
Gender factors into women’s lives, their experience, their interpretation of their 
experience, and their relationship with God. To understand how each woman sees her 
life, the researcher must remain conscious that gender matters. Only then can he hear 
from their experience how God is operative in their lives.  
Theological reflection on the women’s documented migration experience was 
consistent with the model for the study: the lived story of exodus, the discovery and 
belief in the new creation rooted in the crucified Christ, and the sending forth of the 
church’s renewed mission of pastoral accompaniment in community. The theological 
framework embraced, consistent with the purpose of the study as a whole, suggests that 
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the women were on a journey that it was hoped would lead to a liberation experience. 
Paolo Freire suggests that praxis is the “reflection and action upon the world in order to 
transform it” (Freire 1973, 35). Indeed, the women made the agonizing decision to leave 
home, traveled many hundreds of miles through treacherous terrain, and sought to 
establish themselves in a new land. The very act of movement suggested a yearning for 
freedom from suffering and violence just like the Hebrew people experienced with the 
Egyptian pharaoh. Each woman interviewed, as the center and point of departure for their 
own liberation, was truly a “word of God” (Marins and Trevisan 1996, 23). 
Feminist Theology at its core interprets women’s experience from the perspective 
of their fundamental relatedness with God (Johnson 2002, 227). This approach grounds 
reflection on who God is, how God enters into one’s life, including one’s suffering, how 
God accompanies those who suffer, and how God is experienced as communion 
(Johnson, 281). If God is passionate life, then God’s love is expressed as compassion 
with those who suffer: “This communion, with the sufferer in her pain, as she 
experiences it, is the presence of love that is balm to the wounded spirit” (Farley 1990, 
81). Freedom is longed for; when experienced in faith and life for migrating women, it is 
embodied. 
In this section, the researcher frames a reflection on the journeys of the women 
interviewed by reviewing the Biblical narrative of Exodus and its “destination” of 
integral liberation of a people. The Salvadoran narrative of escape from war and violence 
may be seen in the exodus context. Christian theology builds on the primordial exodus. 
While affirming the faithful community as a “people,” it also affirms the human being as 
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subject and protagonist of the salvation story, in relationship with the liberating figure of 
Jesus. We explore how a Christian lens of Jesus’ own Passover through the cross to 
resurrection applies uniquely to this process of human passage. Finally, suggestions will 
be discerned regarding how a congregation may engage in hospitality and solidarity in an 
authentic way that offers a model for mutual relationship and liberation. These potential 
actions will be defined and expanded upon through the course of this project.  
Experience of Exodus 
Since the mid-1970s, hundreds of thousands of Salvadoran women, men, and 
children have sought refuge in the United States of America (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 3). 
Migration as a possible option began during the brutal civil war in El Salvador, reaching 
its most intense levels in the mid-1980s. At the time, tens of thousands of its citizens 
were also internally displaced within El Salvador. Although the movement from El 
Salvador and back—through deportation, desire for family reunification, etc.—continued 
for the two decades after the Peace Accords of 1992, the flight of Salvadorans to the 
United States, particularly children, youth, and young adults accelerated from 2011 to 
2020 (Lesser and Batalova 2017, 1). This flight occurred during both Democratic and 
Republican administrations.  
If war, repression, persecution, and starvation served as backdrop for the 
Salvadorans flight in the 1980s, present-day Salvadorans flee violence from pervasive 
gang activity, police and military targeting, and direct threats to life itself.  
Gangs are now present in each of the country’s 14 regional departments, 
controlling entire neighborhoods and imposing untold violence and fear on 
the population. Evidence is emerging that some members of the military 
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and police, now engaged in a war against the gangs, are now involved in 
extrajudicial killings. (Kinosian, Albaladejo, and Haugaard, 2016, 5) 
These two (historic and current) manifestations of oppression are connected; this 
connection will be explored in chapter 5, in light of the interview analysis. For both 
situations, the Exodus journey resonates: 
Yahweh then said, ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I 
have heard them crying for help on account of their taskmasters. Yes, I am 
well aware of their sufferings. And I have come down to rescue them from 
the clutches of the Egyptians and bring them up out of that country, to a 
country rich and broad, to a country flowing with milk and honey, to the 
home of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the 
Hivites and the Jebusites.’ (Exodus 3:7–8, New Jerusalem Bible) 
God hears the cry of the exiled Hebrew people groaning in their slavery at the 
hands of the Egyptians, and God acts decisively through Moses and God’s chosen people. 
God’s response entails a knowing of the suffering and pain behind the cry—hence the 
move to intervene. God recognizes it as oppression (identifying the source of the 
suffering, namely the Egyptians) and articulates that this oppression is a violation of 
God’s “reign” over creation and God is taking this personally: God’s people are in 
misery. God initiates the people’s delivery from their oppression in Egypt and sends 
them to a land of promise where they can thrive. This exodus experience is central to the 
self-understanding and faith of the Israelites, emerging in the simultaneous experience of 
both faith and freedom throughout subsequent generations and centuries.  
The narrative suggests how God walks alongside the suffering people. Catherine 
LaCugna notes that the very nature of God is best addressed as “God-with-us” (LaCugna 
1991, 381), God’s faithfulness for us is made concrete in daily life (Gebara 2002, 77). 
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The hearer learns in the story of exodus that God enters into suffering and is felt as breath 
(ruah in Hebrew) ushering God’s people into movement. 
The experience for the Hebrew people is the fundamental newness of liberation 
beyond comprehension or expectation. It is to be celebrated and most importantly, it is to 
be remembered, so important that the word for “to remember” (zakhor) was repeated 
169 times in the Hebrew Bible (Sacks 2015, 184). Walter Brueggemann suggests that this 
experience is paradigmatic of other experiences of exodus for Jewish and subsequently 
Christian followers of this active and living God. (Brueggemann 2010, 38) The people 
are changed forever, recognizing that their humanity is tied to their encounter as creatures 
to the Creator (Garcia-Rivera 1995, 99–102) and that their destiny is tied to their fidelity 
to that relationship (Burghardt 1997). 
Indeed, the story of the Jewish people, rooted in the liberating Exodus experience, 
is a story of people on the move from one home to a new place of settlement. 
Brueggemann views journey or migration as a metaphor for the people of God seeking to 
live faithfully in a world where scarcity leads to violence and oppression (Brueggemann 
2010, 31–35). As such, exodus may occur wherever oppression is encountered 
(Brueggemann 2010, 30).  
The individual Salvadoran woman, facing violence and oppression in her home 
country, is a present-day locus of exodus. Her “cry to God” leads to departing from 
family and community to enter a type of wilderness between dislocation and resettlement. 
In between home and destination, faith is tested in the struggle to survive. The Jewish 
people, in Brueggemann’s assessment, could be understood as living an ongoing journey 
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of congruence and non-conformity with God’s covenant faithfulness. This journey is 
manifested in a spiritual and physical coming and going, exile and rootedness, described 
by Brueggemann as wilderness and grace. “’Wilderness’ is a place, in biblical rhetoric, 
where there are no viable life support systems. ‘Grace’ is the occupying generosity of 
God that redefines the place” (Brueggemann 2010, 15). For the migrating Salvadoran, the 
place of wilderness and grace is not just the journey through Guatemala or Mexico, or the 
crossing of borders or passing through the desert. It continues into the uncertainty about 
their new home in the United States.  
Exodus as Applied in a Christian Theology of Liberation 
James Cone suggests that the exodus teaches that “God’s revelation comes to us 
in and through the cultural situation of the oppressed” (Cone 1986, 28). Faith resides in 
the freedom that “the God who delivers is the one who sustains the people delivered” 
(Brueggemann 2003, 65). Seeing reality through the eyes of a Salvadoran woman 
illuminates the Salvadoran experience over time. Having left all behind in El Salvador, 
she too will appeal to God and pray that God will not abandon her because she was 
forced to leave home to live. The decision and action in themselves are pivotal steps of 
“emancipation toward human flourishing.” (Johnson 2002, 31). A Salvadoran woman 
who lives in poverty and is rendered powerless, whether by threat from government or 
gangs, exposes a social system that is not only oppressive, but evil (Gebara 2002, 23); a 
woman’s confrontation with this reality takes courage. “When women suffering the evil 
of dispossession and powerlessness fight for their dignity, they fight also for power over 
their lives.” (Gebara 2002, 23). Still, on the migration journey, without community, a 
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woman has to forge her path as an individual; yet she is always conscious of, if not 
actually suffering trauma from, the larger Salvadoran story of violence and exodus. 
Salvadoran Expression and Context 
The movement of Salvadorans in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries is part of a migration phenomenon that has reached the highest levels in 
recorded history: by the latest count 65 million people worldwide. Of these twenty 
millions of these migrants have left for countries other than their country of origin (Betts 
and Collier 2017, 1). The Central American migration experience (El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua) in the first phase (1980s) was interpreted by many 
congregations as requiring a religiously motivated response of solidarity (Rabben 2016, 
136), especially because for some the reason for migration was persecution for the 
practice of the Christian faith. This fact led the U.S. Church’s efforts. One such effort 
was the Sanctuary Movement, in which congregations took the risk of providing 
hospitality for migrants, regardless of the legal status of those migrants. The people, 
mostly from El Salvador and Guatemala, who were seeking refuge, were fleeing direct 
persecution for speaking up on behalf of the poor and repressed populations in their 
villages. These courageous asylum-seekers drew inspiration from national religious 
leaders such as the Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar Romero, who was assassinated in 1980 
by government-supported “death squads.” Romero was immediately considered a martyr 
for faithful nonviolent witness against oppression; recently, he was canonized as a saint 
in the Roman Catholic Church. Originally a prelate conformed to the elites of El 
Salvador, his conversion to the plight of the poor (while a bishop), came in part through 
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encountering the assassination of his friend, the Jesuit Rutilio Grande (Romero 1988, 3). 
His friend’s death led to the evolution of his powerful, prophetic voice; he denounced 
injustice and proclaimed good news for the masses. 
As in other places in Latin America, after many years and perhaps 
centuries, the words of Exodus have resounded in our ears: so indeed the 
cry of the Israelites did reach me, and I have truly noted that the Egyptians 
are oppressing them (Ex. 3:9). By recognizing that these realities exist and 
then letting their impact reach us, we have been returned to the world of 
the poor and have found it to be our rightful place. Far from distancing us 
from our faith, these harsh realities have moved us to incarnate ourselves 
in the world of the poor. (Romero 1980) 
Migrants who were exposed to the Bible during this first phase could see 
themselves in the paradigmatic experience of Exodus, for they too sought freedom to 
live, work, worship, and provide for their families in a dignified and sustainable way 
without fear of harm from the military. When the threat of persecution and death 
overwhelmed particular people and villages, they fled, sometimes leaving behind family 
and friends in a cross-border exodus to the United States, where they sought safety and 
refuge. They saw the United States as a place where they could enjoy the first human 
right, the right to life. Remarking on the first part of the Salvadoran civil war, Linda 
Rabben notes, “By 1983, some thirty thousand Salvadorans had been killed and a million 
displaced, of whom one-third to one-half were said to be in the United States” (Rabben 
2016, 138). Whether in El Salvador or the United States, the experience was intimately 
connected with a liberation struggle that was still ongoing. By using a purposive sample 
of interviews, the present research has examined the similarities and differences between 
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the experience of the most recent cohort of migrants, and the experience of migrants 
during the first migration phase.  
Today, migrating Salvadorans’ faith is tested by the labels placed on them in 
political discourse, including a scapegoating rhetoric that has dehumanizing impact. It is 
also tested by efforts to limit the right to apply for (and the criteria to be approved for) 
asylum (International Rescue Committee 2019, 12). Yet, the Salvadoran faith experience 
runs deeper still. As an unidentified Salvadoran woman expressed—as she spoke at a 
press conference for the continuation of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
program (DACA), “by the grace of God I am here.” (Press Conference of DACA 
Recipients, El Centro de la Raza, January 9, 2018) Her parents crossed several borders to 
bring her to the United States, but they were not alone. God journeyed with them. It 
struck me, as the researcher, that no speaker representing other nationalities mentioned 
God’s presence with them. “…Women’s awakening to their own human worth can be 
interpreted at the same time as a new experience of God….” (Johnson 2002, 64). Faith 
informs this woman’s quest for a dignified humanity (Pope Francis 2013, 97). 
Living through the Cross into Resurrection: Learning from the Way of Jesus 
Salvadorans have historically given Christian expression to God’s presence. 
Colonized 500 years ago, this country being literally named “The Savior,” a direct 
translation of “El Salvador.” The societal liberation struggle of the 1970s and 1980s was 
inspired and fortified by an explicit and public faith dimension. In 1970, 93% of 
Salvadorans identified as Catholic (compared with 50% in 2014 while 36% identified as 
Protestant) (Pew Research Center, November 2014). As the Latin American Catholic 
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Church issued documents emphasizing the social dimension of the gospel (Medellín 
1970; Puebla 1979), small communities of faith applied teachings rooted in the dignity of 
the human person and working for a just society at the local level. Faith and integral 
human development went hand-in-hand (Marins, Trevisan and Chanona 1989, 23). Lay 
catechists shared a word of God that suggested that it was not God’s will that people 
should be poor and suffer. These kinds of teachings led to a persecution of religious 
organizers and leaders, including priests and Archbishop Oscar Romero. The murder of 
six Jesuit priests and two women housekeepers in 1989 by military-affiliated forces was 
an attempt to take out the intellectual leaders of the impoverished popular majority. 
People of faith who acted to improve their economic and social lives were considered 
guerrilla supporters and subject to relentless repression at the hands of their own 
government’s military and death squads (Dennis 2010, 10). They comprised many of the 
75,000 civilians killed during the civil war (Sobrino 1994, 5; Dennis 2000, 15).  
Did the women in the present research inherit the legacy of an active faith from 
their family members and compatriots of the 1970s and 1980s? This study involved 
inquiry regarding faith: first, do they experience God as accompanying them in their daily 
lives? Second, since they come from a country where the vast majority identify as 
Christian, is there a particular part of the Christian story or message with which they 
identify?  
The Jewish and Christian scriptures offer two narratives that invite theological 
reflection rooted in the lives of the women. If God walked the Hebrew people across the 
Red Sea in the exodus of primordial significance, when the women are faced with life 
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and death, how does faith undergird the “choice of life” (Deuteronomy 30:19b–20a) in 
crossing borders in search of refuge? From a Christian perspective, if—as Archbishop 
Romero preached and Liberation Theology proclaimed—God was partial towards the 
people in their suffering, do Salvadorans today see their liberation as bound up in the 
liberation that Christ experienced in his own Passover, death, and resurrection and which 
he now freely shares with them? For women, particularly, where the Latin American 
cultural norm of patriarchy and religious teaching often emphasized suffering as a virtue, 
how is suffering no longer to be endured, but “redeemed and transformed into a sign of 
salvation” (Gebara 2002, 107)? In essence, how is the Salvadorans’ faith energized by, 
and a driver of, the yearning to breathe free? 
Taking the women’s experience as a point of departure, their heart-rending 
movement across borders suggests a dynamism at work inspired by a God who knows no 
borders. This movement is essential for their lives; it is also critical for Christian 
understanding. The theological framework for this study suggests an ongoing,  
life-affirming circle of seeing, judging, acting, evaluating, and celebrating. The concept 
of “judging” implies discernment, or seeing with the eyes of God, in order to choose well. 
Christian theology offers a perspective that opens the possibility of examining any 
relationship between the women’s stories and the story of Jesus. Do the women draw 
strength from the Christian tradition? Additionally, if incarnational transformation can be 
a way of interpreting lived experience, how does the Christian scripture speak a word of 
encouragement and renewal to the women?  
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N.T. Wright argues that “Jesus’ reconciling death sets people free to take up their 
true vocation” (Wright 2016, 82). Followers are to embody the faithfulness of the creator 
God to his covenant and world. The researcher, as a person of faith exercising ministry, 
sought to walk in the sandals of the women being studied. He approached the research 
with the belief that deep listening for language and expression of faith was part of 
attunement to the women’s experience. What is the content of their personal reflection? 
Are Christian images and symbols presented? Do the women readily interpret their 
experience with language that may be linked by analogy to the way of Jesus? Made in the 
image of God (Johnson 2002, 9), do they see their journey as marked by elements of a 
divine presence?  From a Christian point of view, is exodus to freedom in the United 
States, then, interpreted to be a new Passover of the living Christ, with the liberating 
effect of urging on the embodied participation in the life and death of Christ?  If so, then 
for each of God’s faithful, including Salvadoran immigrants, the hope of resurrection and 
participation in the Reign of God is grounded in the reality of new life in the risen Christ. 
“A new reality has come to birth, just as it did when God overthrew the oppressors in 
Egypt and rescued his people from slavery” (Wright 2016, 278). 
The act of migration is a passing over to new life. The women migrating today 
embrace, like the women of the primordial exodus, the “dangerous memories” 
(Brueggeman) that they and their parents lived through and recount decades later. Death 
was ever-present for Salvadorans during the height of the civil war. Nearly everyone was 
impacted by the war or had lost one or perhaps many relatives to a violent action (Dennis 
2000, 15). Death for some may be similarly close at hand today. For example, from 2014 
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to 2017, approximately 20,000 Salvadorans were killed; 296,000 Salvadorans were 
displaced internally in 2017 (International Rescue Committee 2019, 5). These statistics 
indicate that Salvadorans are people on the move both internally and externally.  
Today, Salvadorans and other immigrants confront life and death even in the 
experience of migration. How they see their reality from the perspective of their faith 
centers them as the locus for theology. Fleeing from circumstances of violence, of which 
the form may vary, provides an immediate lens into the vocation of baptism, as seen by 
St. Paul: “You cannot have forgotten that all of us, when we were baptized into Christ 
Jesus, were baptized into his death….If we have been joined to him by dying a death like 
his, so we shall be a resurrection like his….” (Romans 6:3,5). Such an understanding may 
be galvanizing for a reading of the intertwining of life and death, part of their daily 
experience, as being faithful to the vocation of following Christ. This understanding may 
also anchor a recognition by the migrant woman of her dignity as a human being and 
daughter of God.  
Coupled with stories of, and encounters with, death on the journey during the 
migration process, immigrants may readily see that they too are taking up their crosses 
(8:34) and living the crucifixion of Christ on the cross in their own lives (Sobrino 2004, 
50–51). If so, the internal spiritual experience of the cross may be a source of strength 
and meaning for the immigrants’ lives. The cross is meaningful because it is 
transformational; it bears power to “promote relationships of justice, respect, and 
tenderness among human beings” (Gebara 2002, 113). The cross as experienced in the 
migration journey may lead to an understanding of ultimate destination as a locus, not 
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only of security, but of salvation as well. Thus, the image of the cross may also lead to a 
re-imagining of destination as not so much being tied to a place but to the small and 
perhaps subtle experiences of liberation marked on the way of the journey.  
In this way, the Salvadoran women immigrants have much to offer the church 
from their foundational Christian life experience. They may be, as the theologian Ignacio 
Ellacuria, S.J. put it in a Salvadoran context during the civil war, a “crucified people” 
whose suffering may have a salvific effect on the church and those who accompany them, 
with the desire for mutual liberation at heart. “(The crucified people) is nothing more or 
less than the existence of a large part of humanity, literally and historically crucified by 
the oppression of nature and, above all, by historical and personal oppression” (Ellacuria 
1989, 305). As noted previously, Fr. Ellacuria was assassinated on November 16, 1989, 
along with five other Jesuit priests and two women housekeepers. This martyrdom was 
further confirmation of the Christian spiritual journey that from death comes life. For 
Salvadoran Christians who sought betterment of their life circumstances during the civil 
war, the cross of suffering was a passageway to the new life of resurrection. In other 
words, fleeing from home within El Salvador and, in many cases, migrating to the United 
States could be seen as a life-saving experience of liberation. As a practical matter, this 
meant pursuing the ability to live in peace, with freedom to work, form community, and 
practice faith, even at risk of persecution and death. Taking flight allowed them to live 
with a spirit of joy in the shadow of war.  
This investigation examined whether and how a sense of social solidarity as a 
Salvadoran “people” existed today. How was their experience of faith the same or 
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different than for those people who experienced the war?  Was the term “crucified 
people” applicable or relevant when listening to individual persons who may be facing 
their own personal crosses? The researcher was interested in examining whether the 
connecting thread between the generation that experienced war and the generation of new 
migration may be hope. Their leaving their home is search of freedom and coming to a 
new land could lead to new forms of community. The words of Archbishop Romero may 
still inspire Salvadorans to grasp in faith that they are protagonists of their own destinies: 
“Christ has risen here in El Salvador for us, so that with the power of the Spirit, we can 
pursue our own nature, our own history, our own freedom, our own dignity as Salvadoran 
people” (Romero 1988, 231). 
For the last 15 years, the researcher has offered formational presentations in 
congregations on the subject of immigration beginning with words that have included: 
“People migrate, not because they want to, but because they have to. They wish to 
survive and thrive with their families.” Daniel Groody suggests as much, “The experience 
of migration is an experience of brokenness: family brokenness, cultural brokenness, 
personal brokenness” (2008, 310). How do people who have moved from one place 
called home to a place in exile, away from all that is familiar, find meaning and heal from 
the brokenness that they have experienced? The Christian tradition, among others, offers 
the experience of communion, called Eucharist (or thanksgiving), in a ritual experience of 
table fellowship in the context of community. Communities of faith, therefore, may play 
an important role in welcoming people who migrate through genuine encounter that 
fosters relationship, including through participation in the sacred act of table friendship. 
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“The table we gather around is a symbol of God’s hospitality in welcoming strangers, 
persons who are on the margins of our churches and cultures” (Russell 2009, 114). 
Indeed, creating a place at the table, which includes people who have migrated, models a 
form of community that is at the heart of faithful solidarity, or the “act” in the pastoral 
circle noted earlier. The act of sharing communion allows for the “all-renewing grace of 
God to penetrate and restore human personality and dignity” (World Council of Churches 
1982, 186). Eucharist breaks open sacred power to unite the follower of Christ to the 
Jesus agonizing on the cross who says, “I thirst.” (Koyama 2002, 21). The person of faith 
who has migrated often knows of the thirst that was endured in crossing the desert to the 
U.S. Breaking bread and offering the cup as community together, when offered as an 
action of mutual respect and crossing boundaries of difference—in the way of  
Jesus—inspires movement from surviving to thriving.  
Present Research 
Applied to Salvadoran migrants to the United States today, exploring how Jesus’ 
crucifixion on the cross might have been experienced was viewed from three focal points: 
(1) the country of origin; (2) the passage to the new land of exile; and, (3) the place of 
refuge and the interplay between home and potential for deportation (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 
109). The research examined how the migrants who were interviewed articulated their 
faith in terms of these stages of movement. The focus for the researcher was the present 
experience in the new or receiving country. Clearly, the decision to migrate and the 
journey to the United States contributed significantly to one’s experience once in the U.S. 
The trauma from the migration experience, including memories that may have included 
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being a witness to violence, could affect the interviewees’ memory and willingness to 
share. The Salvadoran women are likely still in a “liminal” space, in between two 
countries even while being physically present in the U.S. (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 9). Also, 
while seeking legal permanent residency through one means or another, their perceived 
or real status may affect their ability to be “fully present” in the United States  
(Bibler-Coutin 2007, 117). 
Pastorally, the established and dominant church culture in the United States has 
been challenged, by the encounter with difference, to apply the learnings of Exodus: 
“You shall not oppress the stranger, for you too were once were strangers in the land of 
Egypt” (for example, Deuteronomy 24:17–18). This challenge begins by acknowledging 
that the migrating people are subjects capable of being protagonists of their own destiny. 
The close encounter with death may be a gift of life for the church community in need of 
its own liberation.  
Implications for Ministry: Seeds of Accompaniment, Hospitality, and Solidarity 
The Salvadorans’ long migration journey to the United States may ultimately 
result in renewed family relationships and stability. It may also lead to fear of arrest, and 
possible detention and deportation. Christian churches ground the practice of their faith in 
the call to love one’s neighbor as oneself (see Matthew 25:31–46 or Luke 10:25–37), 
with a special emphasis on welcoming the stranger, at the heart of the Exodus tradition. 
Churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples not only have sanctuaries but are 
sanctuaries, places of refuge, prayer, and hope, open to others—particularly those who 
experience vulnerability, violence, and marginalization. For faith communities and 
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individual people of faith, human encounters with Salvadorans offer a specific 
opportunity to provide hospitality, not because they may be Christian, but because they 
are human. 
Any human being is a sanctuary. Every human being is the dwelling of 
God….Any person, by virtue of being a son or daughter of humanity, is a 
living sanctuary whom nobody has the right to invade. (Wiesel 1985, 10) 
Accompaniment of migrants on their journey to freedom is, therefore, core to the 
expression of faithful ministry. As the Rev. John Fife, a Presbyterian minister in Tucson, 
Arizona, expressed during the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s, “Sanctuary 
depends…on the capacity of the human spirit to respond to suffering” (Rabben 2016, 
144). 
This present research, listening to the experiences of the Salvadoran women, is 
oriented toward action by people of faith. Seeing the Salvadorans’ reality and identifying 
their personal interpretation of faith as part of their lives can yield clues about how to 
walk alongside them. Each person constitutes a sacred “word” who speaks, cries, laughs, 
struggles, and celebrates. What is the responsibility of people of faith and congregations 
who seek to ally themselves with these women who strive to survive and thrive? 
Ortiz, Brannan, and Hubbard offer a framework for living out this responsibility. 
This framework will be discussed at more length in chapter 5 (Church Council of Greater 
Seattle 2019 [CCGS]. Implicit in the framework is that seeing, judging, acting, 
evaluating, and celebrating can take place in a community of solidarity. Solidarity is a 
frequently used word in labor unions, and other contexts, for standing with and struggling 
for one another to achieve an economic, racial, or social justice goal. In our context, 
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Sobrino describes solidarity as “bearing one another’s burdens” and Pope John Paul II 
suggests that it is a “firm, unswerving commitment” toward personal and societal 
transformation. A community of solidarity, or a base ecclesial community (“comunidades 
eclesiales de base” [CEB]; Marins and Trevisan 1996, 58) invokes “critical 
consciousness” and “creates alternative experiences of convivencia, in search of the 
common good” (Marins and Trevisan 1996, 60). Solidarity implies social and structural 
change that benefits people who long for liberation. Solidarity, then, is the principle of 
action that undergirds other acts: accompaniment, resistance, and convivencia. 
Briefly, accompaniment suggests walking alongside one another in a relationship 
grounded in mutuality; resistance implies challenging unjust laws and practices and 
proposing just and humane alternatives; convivencia is the community gathering or 
celebration in space and time for unity and healing, encouragement and formation, often 
around a meal (CCGS 2019). These acts serve the cause of an authentic, liberating 
solidarity; solidarity, in turn, provides an intentionality to the other terms as well as a 
context for critical evaluation. 
Accompaniment and solidarity can occur at the individual level, at the base or 
small community level, and also at the congregational level, and embraces a form of 
hospitality toward others. How accompaniment and solidarity are offered, based on 
relationships of mutuality and recognizing the dignity of the “other,” is both task and gift 
that requires openness to be changed by the experience on the part of the person or 
congregation providing hospitality. Letty Russell suggests the grounding of partnership 
from an anti-racist, post-colonial standpoint (Russell 2009, 49–50) that honors difference 
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over homogeneity. Her hermeneutic of suspicion with regard to the power dynamics 
associated with “welcoming others” led her to a concept which she called “just 
hospitality.”  
Christian hospitality…goes beyond caring for the other to enabling them 
to care for themselves and others. This sort of hospitality that makes this 
possible would be one that sees the struggle for justice as part and parcel 
of welcoming the stranger…Difference is the gift that challenges us to 
practice such hospitality by resisting oppression and working for full 
human life and dignity with those with whom we stand in solidarity. 
(Russell 2009, 106)  
A welcome that manifests itself with these characteristics holds the greatest 
promise of a liberating impact because it recognizes the capacity, insights, experience, 
and dreams of the immigrant as primary for authentic relationship. Finally, it 
acknowledges that the liberation of the dominant culture, citizen, church member, and the 
migrating, refuge-seeking, shadow-living new resident are bound up with one another. 
Together, from a Christian interpretive lens, they are “grafted onto Christ’s life, to his 
cross and resurrection” (Romero 1988, 151). Archbishop Romero suggests that this 
genuine, mutual solidarity is the measure of a person. It is the measure also of a faith that 
does justice and a church and faith community whose mission leads to the extension of 
hospitality to Salvadorans fleeing death and seeking a new life.  
Summary 
The migration phenomenon may be viewed through a lens of faith as a process of 
movement from suffering and even potential death to new life. The pastoral model of 
seeing, judging, acting, evaluating, and celebrating provides a method by which to 
“hear” the experience of recent Salvadoran women immigrants. The reality of these 
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women, as well as other immigrants, can be understood in light of the exodus traditions 
in the Hebrew scriptures and Jesus’ passion journey to the cross. The particular narrative 
of liberation theology in El Salvador, as expressed by Saint Oscar Romero and lay 
catechists alike, undergirds the significance of exploring faith as a source of resiliency for 
the women interviewed. The response of faith communities—including hospitality, 
accompaniment, and solidarity—can prove pivotal in enhancing the potentiality of 
immigrants’ not only surviving but thriving. Such a response is founded in 
Judeo-Christian scriptures. It does involve, however, recognizing difference and taking 
risks to practice just hospitality (Russell 2009, 101).  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
In this chapter, the researcher outlines the methodology employed to conduct his 
research. He briefly reviews the purpose of the study and the qualitative research needed 
to accomplish this purpose. Next, the researcher outlines the plan he implemented to 
carry out the research, notes his criteria, and describes the interviewees. He also shares 
the methodology used based on the study design, delineates the questions asked, 
discusses potential results that could arise, reviews the evaluation phase and, finally, 
suggests ethical considerations for doing this study. A summary concludes this chapter. 
Research Methodology 
This qualitative research relied on a phenomenological process that sought to 
understand the experiences of recent Salvadoran immigrant women and the values and 
principles undergirding their surviving and thriving. The method included seeing the 
reality described by the women, interpreting it, and positing—rooted in the women’s 
articulation—pathways to transform this reality (Herzog 1991, 237).  
Creswell suggests that phenomenological research focuses its exploration on a 
single phenomenon, object, or study matter (Creswell 2016, 262). This study set out to 
explore the experience of Salvadoran women who have immigrated to the United States. 
The researcher notes the complexity inherent to exploring such a phenomenon:  
(1) seeking to understand what the women state as their experience (how they see their 
reality); (2) listening for how the women interpret their experience, particularly as 
women who have migrated from one country to another (how they judge or discern the 
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meaning of their experience); (3) desiring to learn what they believe will help change 
their lives for the better (what actions would strengthen their ability to thrive). In this 
way, the researcher explored the women’s lives through the lens revealing how they “see, 
judge, and act” in the midst of their experience. This approach to the phenomenon of 
women’s experiences reinforces that the women are not “objects” of study, but rather 
subjects/protagonists who have confronted their reality, reflected on their journeys of 
migration, and acted to improve their life circumstances.  
The researcher conducted in-person interviews to hear the women’s experiences.  
The researcher’s methodology for distilling the essence of the women’s experience 
(Creswell 2016, 263), was to examine the frequency of words that they used (see), listen 
for the essence of their migration experience to a new country in the light of their faith 
(judge), and to find patterns (reflected-upon actions) that may shed light on their current 
lives and future prospects (Freire 1970, 33). This interpretive method of seeing, judging, 
and acting frames the findings in chapter 4. Corroboration of the findings in chapter 4 and 
the conclusions in chapter 5 provide lessons from themes emerging from the interviewed 
women’s common experiences (evaluating) and articulation of what, for the women, 
might constitute meaningful community (celebrating). 
This study placed the women’s experience at its center and distilled the thematic 
patterns that emerged from their interviews. Corroborating evidence added context and 
depth to their stated experiences. Interpreting for the women’s own reflected-upon 
actions, i.e., praxis, would yield findings conducive to social change, including 
understandings for personal, communal, and societal transformations.  
  50 
 
The researcher’s phenomenological methodology shares some of the 
characteristics of action research. 
Action research, in its most effective forms, is phenomenological 
(focusing on people’s actual lived experience/reality), interpretive 
(focusing on their interpretation of acts and activities), and hermeneutic 
(incorporating the meaning people make of events in their lives). (Sensing 
2011, 56) 
Action research centers on the people being studied as capable of: providing self-
definition, understanding the meaning of events in their lives, and having the ability to 
suggest solutions for the challenges they must face (Sensing 2011, 56).  
For this study, the researcher established the methodology independently of the 
people being interviewed, one that describes the experiences of the women empathically 
and without judgement. From the description, without bias or pre-determined outcomes, 
learnings (themes) could emerge that could guide understanding of the women’s insights 
toward enhancing their future prospects for thriving (Sensing 2011, 56). 
The researcher approached the phenomenon of the women’s experience conscious 
of an operative theory of change: understanding the experience of the women in social, 
cultural, and political context (the phenomenon of their migration) would contribute to 
the shaping of transformative (life affirming for immigrants) pastoral ministry and 
leadership on behalf of faith communities or churches which seek to act for social justice 
in the public square (Sensing 2011, 63). 
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As a study about the transformation of migrating individuals’ lives and with its 
implications for the living out of the social mission of congregations and churches, it may 
be considered a phenomenological study with a transformative intent.  
Sample: Plan for Conducting the Research 
Interviews of Salvadoran women, inside and outside of their communal context, 
yielded the necessary data for understanding their experience, their prospects for the 
future, and some recommendations for pastoral accompaniment. This population was 
chosen in part due to the special, ethical considerations for interviewing children, 
particularly those who have experienced trauma. Researching Salvadoran women, some 
of whom are mothers of young children, provided important information regarding values 
such as family integration; dreams and obstacles related to permanency in the United 
States; perceptions of faith and well-being; and security and risk-taking. Additionally, 
while Salvadoran men could have been interviewed, there could have been legal 
ramifications for any individual interviewed if, as a category, they are treated by current 
federal officials as potential criminal offenders, particularly as gang members (Trump 
State of the Union Address, 2018). Gang activity is prevalent in El Salvador; both men 
and women are, in many cases, fleeing from gang violence (IRC 2019, 8). Salvadoran 
women who arrive to the United States are often fleeing other types of violence as well, 
including domestic violence (Kinosian, Abdalejo, and Haugaard 2016, 32). If they have 
arrived to the United States without authorization after 2010 (the earliest year of arrival 
allowable for purposes of being interviewed) pursuing documentation or legal status 
usually means applying for asylum, befitting their desire and need to seek refuge.  
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In 2018, extra scrutiny was placed on asylum seekers, including the use of 
detention for women and mothers until they pass a “credible fear interview” and possibly 
are released on bond (author conversations with Central American women, 2018). Over 
the course of several months, I had the opportunity to meet informally with 
approximately a dozen women who had been detained at the Sea-Tac Federal Detention 
Center and the Northwest Detention Center in Tacoma, WA. These women experienced 
both the trauma of detention and the separation from their children, often going through 
weeks of not knowing where their children were being held.  
Women who have taken steps to pursue the granting of asylum are allowed to 
remain in the United States pending adjudication of their asylum claim after filing a 
formal application. Cognizant that the rules and practices of immigration enforcement 
have shifted over time, the anonymity of each interviewee was safeguarded permanently 
since the women as a group are vulnerable because of their real or perceived status and, if 
pursued by civil authorities, identifying information could be used with legal 
consequences for the interviewees. Extra care was taken to protect the privacy of the 
individuals interviewed, including identifying subjects by code rather than by name and 
by securely locking files containing the actual interviews and notes. Review of 
interviews, as requested, was offered to be done verbally to minimize the risk of 
identifying information being disclosed beyond the interviewer. Participants were 
informed consistent with the protocols noted and knew that engagement in an interview 
was voluntary and that consent could be withdrawn at any time. They also understood in 
their native language the purpose of the study and its potential importance for the 
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following areas: (1) keys to thriving for one group of immigrant women, 
(2) accompaniment of this vulnerable population, (3) the mission of the church,  
(4) generating immigrant solidarity for due process and basic human rights, and  
(5) advocating for public policy reform. 
Sample: Criteria for Interviewees 
The researcher sought a variety of interviewees, including asylum applicants, 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) holders, individuals granted and/or denied asylum, and 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) grantees. At the same time, the 
researcher was open to interviewing any woman from El Salvador who migrated from 
2010 and later, without asking for other criteria, other than voluntary consent. This 
allowed for a diverse sample of Salvadorans with distinct experiences of the migration 
process and with varying presenting situations of legal options and vulnerability. 
Interviewees’ description of status, if disclosed voluntarily even though not asked by the 
interviewer, was relevant as this bears upon expression of values such as faith, hope, 
family, and self-sufficiency. Pastoral disclosure of the researcher’s background as well as 
his commitment to maintain the confidentiality of the interviewees’ identities were 
necessary to gain trust, maintain the integrity of the study, and also allow for evaluating 
potential pastoral outcomes. 
Sample: Description of Interviewees 
The researcher interviewed five women from El Salvador who migrated to the 
United States beginning from 2010 and continuing up to the time this study began. There 
were no requirements for meeting additional criteria. This was done to protect anonymity 
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and engender trust for voluntary participation, and diminished potential for bias in 
outcomes, based on variables such as immigration status (real or perceived) or political 
views (either in the United States or El Salvador). To recruit the necessary number of 
interviewees, permissions were sought and obtained through the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) to allow for information to be shared by approved people in contact with 
Salvadoran women to recruit potential candidates to be interviewed. These candidates 
were then invited to contact the researcher to explore the possibility of participation. 
Known demographic data regarding the women interviewed is limited. Questions 
focused on the women’s experience in the United States. In contrast and by design, 
questions of background, factors leading to migration, process of migration and 
interpretation of status were not asked to safeguard against identification of members of a 
vulnerable population. Voluntary disclosure of information in the context of interviewee 
responses was permitted and received. 
Spanish was the first language for the women interviewed and, for four of the five 
women, the only language spoken. Four women had children, either in El Salvador or the 
United States, or both. The mothers functioned as single parents, whether or not a partner 
was in El Salvador or in the United States. The women’s ages ranged from 20–55, 
broadly described, since age was neither asked nor disclosed. One woman was Catholic, 
and one was evangelical. All five were familiar with Christian language. All participants 
resided within one hour of the interview locations in Seattle, Washington, and Berkeley, 
California.  
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While noting that five potential interviewees did not appear for the interview, or 
declined participation after first expressing openness to it, the sample was still 
representative of recent Salvadoran women immigrants residing in the United States. The 
women were diverse in terms of: legal status, asylum-applicants, asylum-seekers 
(desiring to apply for asylum), and not documented; partnered, separated from partners, 
and single; two below age 35 and three above; arrivals ranging from between 2010 and 
2018; all working; all having experienced poverty in El Salvador and struggling with 
poverty in the United States; all five having known various forms of violence in their 
lives; all four women who were parents having experienced separation from their 
children. Perhaps the most poignant point of comparison between the women and the 
broader Salvadoran women’s population in the U.S. is the experience of Salvadoran, 
asylum-seeking women being separated from children and loved ones as part of the 
family separation program undertaken by the Department of Homeland Security in 2018. 
The experience and the deleterious effects of family separation were held in common by 
both the researcher’s sample and the 2018 asylum-seekers.  
The demographic data of the women interviewed is consistent with the experience 
of recent Salvadoran and Central American immigrants to the United States, as 
corroborated and interpreted in chapters 4 (Findings) and 5 (Pastoral Implications). The 
women were extraordinary for their willingness to come forward and participate in the 
interviews, when the possibility of deportation existed for each of them (Human Rights 
Watch 2020, 4). What united these women with recent immigrant Salvadoran women in 
general was the liminality (the “in-between-ness” or uncertainty; Menjivar 2006, 1000; 
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Bibler-Coutin 2007, 9; Salcido and Menjivar 2012, 344) of their existence. This was 
consistent with sociologists such as Ménjivar, Bibler-Coutin, Abrego and others whose 
research over decades has focused on Salvadoran and Central American women. For this 
reason, the interviewed women provided an important sample for understanding the 
bridge between surviving and thriving, which was the stated purpose of this study. 
Sample: Ethical Considerations 
Subject anonymity was and remains a high priority. The only demographic 
information sought for subjects was that the woman’s country of origin was to be El 
Salvador and that she had migrated to the United States. Neither names nor identifying 
markers have been maintained on any computer or hard copy. So that there would be no 
possibility of ascribing or linking comments to any individual person, each interviewee 
was identified only by a number. Other data has been safeguarded through secure storage 
under lock and key. The researcher coded responses under the ethical principle “to do no 
harm” to participants during the project process and into the future; thus, code lists and 
data files have been maintained securely and separately. Participation by subjects was 
and is held as privileged and confidential, both for the researcher and for a third-party 
observer. Consent forms were shared verbally. Consent was given verbally by each 
participant before the interview took place. A copy of the consent form was given to each 
participant. 
People who migrate to the United States, including immigrants and refugees, who 
lack permanent residency or naturalized citizenship status could be subject to deportation. 
For individuals who have pending asylum applications or who have TPS, the chance of 
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being apprehended for deportation is remote, if the individual is not first cited for a 
criminal offense. Since the potential self-identification of subjects as having a well-
founded fear of persecution, if returned to El Salvador, was part of the research, subjects 
were free to participate in the study, or adjust their participation at any time. With 
identities protected, preparation was made so that participants incurred no more risk by 
being interviewed than they already incur as immigrants in locations where immigration 
law enforcement is active. 
Design: Overview of Purpose and Research Approach 
Having delineated the population parameters for this phenomenological study, it 
is useful to restate the original purpose of the study:  
Through 5 interviews and observations, this research sought to elicit from 
the testimony of recent Salvadoran women immigrants the values and 
principles that undergird their survival and thriving and which can teach 
faith community and church members in the U.S. discernible steps toward 
mutual proposals for action. 
The researcher was keenly interested in discovering answers to this pastoral question: 
how do Salvadoran immigrant women speak to their own sense of freedom (liberation) 
and to the church’s role as an ally in that struggle? To recall, the researcher approached 
the interviews with a theory of change: understanding the experience of the women in a 
social, cultural, and political context (the phenomenon of their migration) in a way that 
would contribute to the shaping of transformative (life affirming for immigrants) pastoral 
ministry and leadership on behalf of faith communities or churches which seek to act for 
social justice in the public square (Sensing 2011, 63). 
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For this qualitative research, purposive sampling (Sensing 2011, 83–84) using 
semi-structured interview questions (Sensing 2011, 107) worked most appropriately. The 
research interviews were conducted face-to-face in Spanish by the PI, then transcribed 
and translated. For every interview, the researcher offered the option to have a third 
party, a woman trusted by the interviewee, who could be present at the interview. This 
offer, even though not accepted, enhanced trust between the researcher and the 
interviewee and helped to yield the thick description from broad-ranging, yet personal, 
interviews where openness and honesty were critical to providing the data to be analyzed 
and evaluated. 
As a practitioner in immigration ministry, the researcher sought interviewees in 
multiple geographic areas, in this case the San Francisco Bay Area and Seattle. Through 
immigrant organization contacts, he sought subjects who might be willing to be 
interviewed. He sought more than one setting for interviews to allow for comparisons that 
different locales could permit. 
Interviews followed a standardized, open-ended format (Patton 2015, 438). 
Descriptive questions were asked that led to greater understanding of immigrants’ present 
and future self- and world-perceptions. Patton provided a model focus area for an open-
ended inquiry of the immigrants: “What are the processes that immigrants experience 
during immigration? What are the implications of these processes for how they engage 
where they have immigrated?” (Patton 2015, 253). Issues of legal status, the implications 
of crossing borders, and minimizing risk, while encouraging safe disclosure, mattered for 
the researcher’s interpretation of the immigrant women’s’ current reality in the U.S. 
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However, questions focused less on the details of the immigrant interviewees’  
travel—while remaining open to voluntary sharing—than on the journey’s impacts on 
their present situation. Evaluation involved both the coding and analysis of answers, 
without identifying markers, noting that political, social, economic, and cultural 
implications would be analyzed.  
The researcher began from a place of “empathic neutrality” (Patton 2015, 57) in 
approaching the research interviews themselves, seeking to cultivate trust so as to foster 
understanding. Patton notes that “understanding comes from trying to put oneself in the 
other person’s shoes, from trying to discern how others, think, act, and feel” (Patton 
2015, 57). Such an approach allowed the interviewer, while deeply caring about the 
people and the insights they offered, to be disciplined to center the study on the 
protagonists of the project, namely the immigrant women themselves. 
The researcher approached interviews using concepts proposed by Schreiter for 
listening to a culture. These included: holistic questioning, appreciation for identity, and 
evidence of and implications for social change (Schreiter 1985, 42–45). Working from 
these concepts allowed for deep listening that held in tension the ability to inquire 
appreciatively while being an interested observer who was keenly concerned for 
Salvadorans’ well-being in the United States. 
Design: Protocols 
In order to listen to the experiences of recent immigrant Salvadoran women with 
empathic neutrality, the researcher chose to conduct face-to-face interviews after 
describing the purposes of the interviews and obtaining informed consent. This way of 
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interviewing allowed for a more personal, “human” interaction with the hope of 
engendering trust in the interview process. These interviews took place in pre-approved, 
safe settings in Seattle, Washington, and Berkeley, California. Since the interviewees 
represented a socially vulnerable population, sensitivity regarding freedom-to-consent 
protocols and protecting anonymity were essential. 
Pre-invitation and invitation procedures, following the protocols of the 
Institutional Review Board at Seattle University, included the following: 
 Design and receive approval for a written invitation to seek potentially interested 
candidates for interviews (English/Spanish) 
 Design and receive approval for consent script (English/Spanish) 
 Design and receive approval for informed consent form (English/Spanish) 
 Receive approval for one person who signed the confidentiality form to invite 
participation of potential subjects, in addition to the Principal Investigator (PI) 
 Receive approval for two people to share the written invitation with potential 
subjects who could contact PI directly if interested in knowing more information 
about the study. 
 Candidates were invited to call the PI directly to find out more about the study 
and to review consent protocols. 
 Interested participants were told that they could orally consent to the consent form 
(in order to protect anonymity and against an identifiable marker) and that they 
would be given a copy of the consent form. This was done in each case. 
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 Site permissions were pre-approved by IRB. The PI arranged interviews directly 
according to protocols with both Seattle University and the Jesuit School of 
Theology. (See Appendices B, C, and D.) 
Design: Invitations 
Consistent with the approved invitation, script, and consent forms, recruitment 
procedures were followed. Interviewees reflected the diversity of geographical settings 
(within two urban areas), community engagement, and migration backgrounds. 
Interviewees appeared to be open and honest and, likewise appeared to genuinely care 
about the potential impact of the study. They expressed gratitude for having participated 
and having contributed to the well-being of their fellow Salvadorans. 
The recruitment process for interviews proved challenging and noteworthy. It was 
understood by the PI that the prospect of a male researcher interviewing a female, 
vulnerable-subject population would necessitate a special effort to gain approval and 
trust, while remaining open to candidates choosing freely to participate or decline 
participation. The fact that the researcher has a strong pastoral and subject-area 
background for this study enhanced recruitment. Having a Salvadoran person assist with 
initial invitations to consider participation was significant for the subsequent carrying out 
of the interviews. At the same time, appointments for interviews or pre-interviews were 
canceled on short notice by five women. The Salvadoran woman assisting with 
invitations noted that the concern expressed consistently was that the PI could be an 
immigration officer; hence, the potential existed for apprehension, detention, and 
deportation. This hesitancy due to fear by some potential interviewees is noteworthy (and 
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linked to the findings in chapter 4). This fact also confirmed the importance of following 
the protocols and highlighted the courage of the women who did volunteer to be 
interviewed.  
Design: Process of Consent 
In the end, the requisite number of interviewees were recruited to provide for 
geographic diversity, migration experience diversity, current socio-economic conditions, 
and a reported active faith life. Each of the five interviewees was informed in Spanish 
about the type of study that was being conducted, the interviewer’s intent and relevant 
background, the purpose of the study, and how the outcomes would be shared. 
Interviewees confirmed that they understood what had been shared with them and freely 
agreed to participate in an interview as a subject in the study. Interviewees were told that 
they could: (1) see or hear the transcription of their interviews while protecting their 
anonymity, (2) determine if the transcription matches what was said, and (3) could see an 
abstract of the final study. Interviewees were told that the interviews would be conducted 
in person using a series of prepared questions that would take one hour to one and  
one-half hours to answer. Follow-up questions and exploration of answers given for 
meaning and depth were incorporated into the interviews. Interviews were recorded 
through a simple tape recorder with no electronic or internet connections. As noted 
previously the presence of a third-party observer was offered to candidates for interviews. 
This person would be silent unless clarification was required regarding a question or 
answer. The researcher conducted the entire interview one-to-one because in each case 
the woman interviewed declined the offer. The interviewer offered the participants coffee 
  63 
 
and snacks, while reaffirming the voluntary nature of participation and the academic 
purpose for the investigation. 
Design: Interview Questions 
Questions for the interviews were reviewed and approved as consistent with the 
IRB protocols at Seattle University. Primary concerns were participant anonymity  and 
the maintenance of confidentiality. For reasons of consistency and objectivity, the same 
questions were asked of each interviewee. These were asked in Spanish (see Appendix 
E). Questions asked in each interview were as follows (translated): 
 Please describe who you are and your current setting; that is, the city where 
you live and the type of work you do, family members, and the type of home 
in which you live. 
 Please describe how you arrived at your current setting. 
 What is your experience as a Salvadoran in the United States? 
 How has your family been affected by your coming to the United States? 
 How have you been affected by coming to the United States? 
 What has helped in your survival in the United States? 
 How is your daily life impacted by current immigration policies and 
enforcement? 
 How has faith sustained you? 
 What are your hopes and dreams for your future in the United States? 
 What obstacles and challenges exist for your well-being in the U.S.? 
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 Have you had contact with any churches in the U.S. and what has been your 
experience of these churches? 
 How would you describe your involvement in local community issues, 
including related to federal immigration practices and reform? 
 How do you see yourself and other Salvadorans participating in creating 
policy change that would give Salvadorans greater security and stability in the 
United States? 
 What else would you like to say? 
Limitations and Delimitations 
Each experience on the migration journey—expectations and hopes, 
disappointments and challenges—is appropriate material for research because they 
pertain to immigrants of every national origin and destination. This study examined the 
experience of Salvadoran women coming to and staying in the United States of America, 
specifically those having arrived from 2010 to the present. While refugee admissions 
from all countries to the U.S. are on the decline, with a proposed new low total of 18,000 
people to be received in Fiscal Year 2020, the federal administration has given particular 
attention to limiting options for asylum seekers, especially from Central America, 
including El Salvador. Indeed, according to the International Rescue Committee, policy 
decisions have included: “limitations on the number of people who can claim asylum….; 
the criminalization of asylum generally; and forced returns of vulnerable families who 
have sought out asylum claims” (IRC 2019, 12).  
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For this project, the delimiting to Salvadorans was considered for several reasons. 
First, El Salvador is a country that suffered a civil war from 1980 to 1992 (with roots 
going back to 1975) in which U.S. military aid played a major role, including the 
generating of refugees to the United States. Second, it is relatively homogeneous 
culturally, in comparison with the large indigenous, as well as mestizo, populations in 
Guatemala and Mexico. Third, as part of its freedom struggle, as reflected in chapter 2, 
the population had the greatest exposure to a theology that raised the consciousness of 
impoverished and marginalized communities—an applied Liberation Theology. 
In examining the phenomenon of recent Salvadoran immigrant women’s values 
and principles —including those drawing on faith—the author recognized the 
significance of previous ethnographic data that allowed for this more specific 
investigation. As Bibler-Coutin remarks, ethnographers “often have to suspend certain 
interpretations of cultural reality” to allow for “a particular way of seeing, in which social 
realities both disappear and become visible” (2007, 13). This researcher’s 
phenomenological study focused on the present interpretation of experience in a new 
land, while honoring the broader boundaries of ethnography that trace conditions in the 
country of departure and the encounter of crossing borders. This study moved with the 
subjects from the lived present to a projected, if uncertain, future, as a continuing journey 
of migration.  
Triangulation 
The project’s evaluation phase included correlating the interviewees’ response 
patterns, which emerged with existing relevant documentation on Salvadoran and Central 
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American immigrants to the United States. Most relevant was how the Salvadoran 
interviewees interpreted and understood their own reality. Triangulation with (1) 
quantitative data on Salvadoran migrants; (2) research on stories of Salvadoran 
encounters with the immigration incarceration system; (3) impacts on Salvadoran 
children, teens, and young adults; and (4) comparisons of the effects as a result of 
prolonged separation of immigrant family members, illuminated the study result. Sensing 
affirms that the substance of a qualitative study is deepened by using a triangulation 
method that combines the “structural aspects of the problem” and the “essential elements 
of its meaning to those involved” (Sensing 2011, 221). Based on previous experience of 
accompaniment and advocacy on behalf of Central Americans, the researcher believed 
that quantitative and qualitative data on Salvadoran immigrants and current U.S. 
immigration policies would shed further light on the women’s experiences. He also 
posited that their experiences would inform systems and structures impacting migrants in 
general.  
Data Analysis 
Before describing the methods used to interpret the data, it is important to outline 
the steps from the interviewing to the coding of responses that preceded data analysis. 
Five (5) one-on-one interviews were conducted with only the interviewer (PI) and 
interviewee present (with consent) at pre-approved locations. This arrangement allowed 
for confidentiality and anonymity. The interviewer used a standard cassette tape recorder 
(non-electronic) to capture each interview. The interviews were conducted solely in 
Spanish. While five interviews is the minimum number set for the protocols, the PI 
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maintains that the substance, diversity, and congruence of the results among themselves 
along with additional validating data makes the study credible—and even noteworthy for 
its potential impact. This fact is described in more detail in the Findings and Summary 
chapters (chapters 4 and 5). 
The researcher transcribed each interview in Spanish. In addition to his own 
notations and recollection from conducting the interviews, he listened for emotions, 
emphasis, and repetition. Then, he translated each interview into English and placed each 
into individual documents with the Spanish text first followed by the English text for 
each question.  
The interviewer developed and maintained an open code for themes resulting 
from the interviews; he anticipated that data coding would yield a “thick description” 
(Sensing 2011, 195) that allowed for breadth and depth, and that would contribute to a 
collective story of faith rooted in the arduous journey of migration to the U.S. The 
interviews were analyzed for common words, themes, emotions, cultural affirmation and 
discordance, perspectives of faith, sources of stability and renewal, apprehensions, and 
level of social engagement. These were then included in a summary of findings from the 
interviews and a narrative of key conclusions, related to the project purpose. Interviewees 
were informed that, at their request, results would be shared with them confidentially 
prior to final production. 
To  describe the women’s experience that leant itself to interpretation related to 
values and principles for surviving and thriving in a new land, the researcher analyzed the 
gathered data using three methods. The first two methods reinforced and validated the 
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third, “conventional” method of “assigning a code label to a text passage” and “grouping 
similar codes together to build evidence of support for broader categories of information 
called themes” (Creswell, 2016, 153).  
The researcher made two decisions to enhance the authenticity regarding the 
“hearing” of the women’s experiences. First, he examined text passages and then coded 
them directly from the Spanish. This allowed the researcher to think and feel with the 
interviewee, i.e., to enter more fully into their experience (Holland and Henriot 1983, x). 
The carrying out and reading of the English translation provided a secondary way of 
understanding, from a different linguistic and cultural perspective, the message that was 
being delivered by the subject. 
Second, the researcher was concerned not to bias the  data interpretation by 
imposing his own views and beliefs on the findings. His pastoral experience, knowledge 
of immigration policy, and deep passion for positive impact for the well-being of 
migrating peoples in general could possibly be super-imposed on the data. So, to avoid 
this, he began his analysis by counting the number of times specific words were used in 
the five interviews. This proved instructive for the results (see Findings, chapter 4). This 
form of “summative data analysis” (Creswell 2016, 156) could prove either corrective or 
confirming of the emergent themes from the subsequent coding. The researcher 
understood that the choice of subjects for study, the questions used, and the overall 
project purpose all suggested an intentionality behind the research. Still, he could listen 
with openness to the participants’ experience by maintaining empathic neutrality using 
semi-structured, open-ended questions, from which the results would be interpreted. The 
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researcher believes that these two decisions enhanced the authenticity and strengthened 
research objectivity. 
Sequence of Analysis and Coding 
The methods and sequence for interpretation included the following: 
1. For the first method, text was read for repeated use of words, and also for phrases and 
sentences either that might be held in common among interviewees and/or might 
point to a possible theme. The transcript of the interviews was marked for both words 
and phrases/sentences. The researcher also noted “interesting” or particularly unique 
or poignant comments. (Yin 2016, 197) 
2. A chart was created to denote the frequency of word usage across the interviews in a 
hierarchy. Redundancies were eliminated as was use of the same word in the same 
manner in the same sentence. This was done to help  focus interpretation on “their 
experience.” 
3. A preliminary analysis highlighted anticipated and unexpected results (from having 
conducted the interviews). 
4. A second method was employed, this time by analyzing results by question. For each 
question across the five interviews, the essence of the women’s answers  was 
distilled. Because 14 questions were posed, 14 “essences” were generated from the 
responses.  
5. The results from this second method were then analyzed for regrouping and 
reassembly (Yin 2016, 200), on the basis of an insight (the answers, or the essence of 
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the answer) of pivotal question 3: What is your experience as a Salvadoran in the 
United States? 
6. The third method employed was to apply a data analysis moving from the “raw data 
to codes” (Creswell 2016, 154). For this study phase, passages were noted, and a code 
was applied. These codes were easily distinguishable from the text. Numerous codes 
were derived. 
7. The codes were then noted for repetition and then grouped where readily identifiable; 
for example, “fear” and “fear of immigration (authorities).” 
8. Then, primary codes were established based on the number of repetitions and next 
was grouping of related initial codes together; for example, apoyo (support) and 
ayuda (help). These codes, now grouped, suggested thematic areas. 
9. Finally, thematic areas were then distilled into five themes, each of which was 
expressed in a sentence.  
Through this analysis, it became possible to articulate, with deeper understanding 
and appreciation, how the Salvadoran immigrant women made sense of their lives and 
how they wanted to move forward. 
Seeking to Contribute to Pastoral and Social Praxis 
Within the study limitations related to this particular population of recent 
Salvadoran immigrant women, new understandings for ministry and society would reveal 
themselves as the interviews were decoded and analyzed for themes and patterns. The 
Salvadoran experience is both unique (a particular set of experiences) and related (similar 
and different to U.S. and international experiences of migration and seeking of refugee 
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status) to that of other nationals on the move. For these reasons, current studies of 
Salvadoran migration and immigration policy were essential to confirm and/or disallow 
the research findings. As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the researcher’s 
methodological approach served his theory of change: understanding the experience of 
the Salvadoran women in social, cultural, and political contexts (the phenomenon of their 
migration). This approach would contribute to shaping a transformative (life affirming for 
immigrants) pastoral ministry and leadership on behalf of a church that seeks to act for 
social justice in the public square (Sensing 2011, 63). 
The approach to analysis and interpretation for this study was intended to 
contribute to pastoral and social praxis during a critical, yet opportune, moment within 
U.S. society. 
Summary 
In this chapter, the researcher described in detail the methodology he employed to 
conduct interviews with five Salvadoran women who articulated their migration 
experience to the United States. He outlined the precautions taken to protect the 
anonymity of this vulnerable subject population. Next, he reviewed the data collection 
process, the questions used, and how the data were analyzed through a word count, 
capturing essences, coding and distilling themes, and triangulation. Finally, he addressed 
the hope for outcomes that would yield insights into pastoral praxis.  
  72 
 
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
Introduction 
Using the three-approach model to delineate, code, and interpret the Salvadoran 
immigrant women’s interview responses, this chapter outlines the findings using the first 
two approaches. The researcher then addresses how each approach both informs and 
confirms the final coding model. He then names five primary themes that emerged from 
the coding, with a summary paragraph that describes the main theme behind the findings. 
The author next identifies what surprised him in the findings and corroborates how the 
findings can be interpreted as trustworthy (Sensing 2011, 220) by using data triangulation 
(Sensing 2011, 72) from a variety of sources. Finally, he addresses what suggestions the 
findings reveal that may answer the purpose of the investigation. 
Model One: Word Count and Key Phrases and Sentences 
The first way the PI chose to “listen” to the text was through careful review of the 
response narratives, first in Spanish and later in English. This effort included all five 
interviews and noted: (1) words in common; and (2) both phrases and sentences across all 
answers that may be common responses and therefore offer a glimpse of emerging 
patterns and themes.  
After a listing of approximately 100 words, some words were grouped together 
because of their close association with each other. For example, references to “family” 
were grouped with words such as children and parents. “God” and “faith” were 
considered a group as they were nearly inextricable in the narrative. “Church” however 
was not included in that combination because it was considered important by the 
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participants, but not as essential as “God.” One interviewee said, “No pertenezco a 
ninguna iglesia, católica o cristiana, pero tengo fe en Dios y tiene su plan.” (“I do not 
belong to any church, Catholic or Christian, but I have faith in God and God has (God’s) 
plan”). For people on the move, a personal God was more accessible than a church 
building. God is the One with whom they can relate as they move from one place to 
another. Church as institution is important, but less dynamic than the interior life with a 
God one trusts.  
The women demonstrated courage in sharing their responses in a formal interview 
setting. The researcher, in turn, was privileged to listen to the women in their own 
language, expressing their thoughts and feelings on their own terms. He believes that 
hearing the women in Spanish and listening empathically accentuated an understanding 
regarding the significance of their responses. Many frequently repeated words were used 
within critical sentences that reflected a larger theme. For example, “Salimos y estamos 
aquí por nuestros hijos para el sobrevivir y para el bienestar mejor en este pais.” (“We 
left, and we are here for our children in order to survive and for better well-being in this 
country”). In this sentence, both the words “to survive” and “better well-being” (thriving: 
economically and socially, for both parents and children) are key words used at various 
times in the interviews. Here they are used together. They point to common themes of 
both reasons for migrating and hopes for being in the United States, for a sustainable 
quality of life, but noting that one’s very life was at stake as motivation for leaving El 
Salvador. When the words for surviving and better well-being are used together, they 
suggest to the migrating woman going from surviving towards thriving. The goal for the 
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women was to support themselves, and especially their children, economically,. As noted 
below and in Figure 1, thriving depends on advancement upon the “building blocks” for a 
fulfilling and secure life. 
 
 
Figure 1. Frequency of word usage 
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Figure 1 depicts a hierarchy that is based on the frequency of word usage. The PI 
was not surprised by some of the major categories for the highest word usage among the 
participants. Family (28), work (24) and God-faith (21) were core responses. Across 
Latin American cultures, these represent pillars of life. Immediately after the researcher 
recorded the word-count results, Cardinal Rosa Chavez of San Salvador gave a homily at 
Holy Family Catholic Church in Seattle where his theme was family, God, and work. He 
said that family, quoting Pope Paul VI, was the “best invention of God” (March 31, 
2019). He reminded the Latino/a community assembled that they were “hard-working” 
and “searching for a better future.” He added that they were a blessing to the U.S. and 
that “God does not have hands; God only has our hands.” What the Cardinal did not 
address about the trials of being separated from one’s family after migrating, the women 
did express. “Siempre es algo dejar a su familia, porque uno piensa un mejor futuro para 
ellos” (“It is always something (significant) to leave your family, because one is thinking 
of a better future for them”). The women especially bore the emotional impact of being 
forced to be apart from their children. In addition to not being able to care directly for 
them, they also expressed concern for relatives who had to pick up child-raising duties. 
The sociologist Jacqueline Hagan confirms that this experience is frequent for women 
migrants. “…Prospective migrants also face the heartbreaking chore of burdening family 
and friends with the care of loved ones, including children, that they leave behind” 
(Hagan 2008, 7). 
A variety of subcategories emerged, that could be linked. At the lower end of 
significant usage, superar (overcoming/thriving) was used and bien estar (well-being), 
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both reflecting hope over time. Going from surviving to thriving implies both a journey 
and a struggle to arrive at the destination. “Gracias a Dios uno puede sobrevivir 
aquí…este país se ayuda mucho a uno a superarse,” remarked one interviewee (“Thanks 
to God one can survive here…this country helps one much to overcome (thrive)”). Hope 
rests in the belief that overcoming losses and obstacles is possible, specifically because 
the God to whom they relate is walking right alongside them. In speaking to the quality 
of their own faith and of a God-with-them (consistent with noted theologians like Gebara, 
Johnson, and LaCugna), the women too are “theologizing,” that is, reflecting upon God’s 
action in their lives.  
The next level of usage moving upward, as shown in Figure 1, is characterized as 
motivation for migration to the United States from El Salvador, with the word sobrevivir 
(“survival”) being predominant. Then, the words, estudiar (to study), iglesia and 
religiones (church and religion), comunidad (community), idioma and inglés (language 
and English), and oportunidad (opportunity) came to the fore. These might be termed 
building blocks toward thriving because they represent elements for establishing oneself 
in society. Examined integrally, while one could survive in the U.S., although speaking 
and understanding only Spanish, most opportunities for work and advancement depend 
on knowing some English. Ongoing study was key for better skills and higher pay in 
employment, and for making contacts in one’s community. These were all important for 
thriving. 
Noteworthy was the word used more frequently, miedo-temor (fear) (18 usages). 
It appeared that a primary emotion, fear, impacted the possibility of thriving in terms of 
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family and work. The reason for fear was based on participants’ concerns related to their 
real or perceived status (estado). Their response was to struggle (luchar) and go forward 
(seguir adelante). One interviewee commented, “…Hay un temor que alguien le 
encuentre…a veces uno tiene mucho temor…pero uno sigue, sigue adelante, sigue 
luchando, pues primero Dios uno sigue.” (“…There is a fear that someone finds you…at 
times one has much fear…but one goes on, goes forward, continues struggling, well God 
first one goes onward”). The concept of luchar suggests a way to move through fear and 
obstacles  to go ahead in life. A life of struggle to overcome fear, while living without the 
protection of a permanent status, was defined as difícil (difficult) or duro (hard). 
Separation from one’s children and facing the harsh economic reality of life in the United 
States were significant reasons why life was difficult and hard. As women, in most cases 
they were accustomed to hard work from an early age, while holding the financial and 
emotional responsibility for caring for their children. The new environment, coupled with 
past trauma, contributed to the difficult journey of making a living and experiencing well-
being in the U.S. culture. The frequent use of these words was illustrative of their 
experience. The second analysis attempted to unpack their usage further. In sum, while 
needing confirmation from the other analytical models, it can be said that the women 
participants were preoccupied with and distressed in trying to address their financial, 
emotional, and legal situations as relevant and necessary to their life circumstances and 
presence in the United States. 
Finally, the most frequently used word across the interviews was ayuda-apoyo-
soporte (help, support) (44 usages). This was unexpected and intriguing and worthy of 
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further exploration in the other analyses. One might consider legal status or the struggle 
to make ends meet economically as areas of most frequent mention, given how hard these 
were for the women. One might also consider family safety as paramount for the women. 
Indeed, the call for ayuda or apoyo was a reflection that the women considered legal, 
economic, and security matters, and that ayuda was a reflection of the experience of 
vulnerability. It is a cry for help. Lack of security, financial and legal, leads to fear and a 
sense of one’s destiny not being entirely in their hands. The women’s sense of 
uncertainty as a result of changing laws related to immigration status and the potential 
effects of these changes on their lives was pronounced. Hence, the women were speaking 
to their own vulnerability and the desire to transform that situation. The difficulty of life 
and the fear associated with a lack of security added to signs of vulnerability from the 
journey north: the women had lost work and income, experienced trauma from the 
violence they left and the migration path itself, and suffered guilt and sadness at being 
separated from their children. All of these contributed to the expressed need for support.  
Participating in an interview gave the women a chance to express what they 
deeply felt and, perhaps, had to hold onto without much chance to share it with another 
person. In this context, the request for ayuda through the interview process makes sense, 
and for the women, serves the purpose of communicating a hoped-for outcome.  
In considering whether this usage of ayuda or apoyo was an anomaly, one 
testimony stood out. In the context of saying she suffered from a lack of help and support 
when she first arrived at the United States, a participant said:  
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 Es dificil, es dificil no gritarlo, verdad, gritarlo eso 
porque no se puede por la situación….No sentí el apoyo, 
el apoyo, realmente, de los miembros (de una iglesia), porque 
uno no viene a decirles realmente lo que pasa, aha, por el temor,  
por el temor por eso, eso es todo del temor. (long silence). 
 
 It is difficult, it is difficult to cry out, right, to cry that out 
 because you can’t for the situation….I did not feel the  
 support, really, of the members (of a church)…because one  
 does not come to say to them really what happens, aha, 
 out of fear, out of fear for that, that is all fear. (long silence). 
 
The interviewee speaks to a lack of support from other church members. Lack of 
support, is illuminated in the context of the difficulty of adjustment, the desire to shout or 
cry out about how hard it is, and not really being able to do that out of fear of revealing 
oneself, even in church. Support, assistance, or help will be noted in the other models as 
well. In the Salvadoran context, attention must be paid to specific word usages. While 
often the word was used to speak of support or lack thereof toward migrating persons, 
including themselves, it also meant dislocation from community into an individualistic 
culture (Elizondo 1980, 60–61) and support which would be passed on or shared with 
others (i.e., not just kept for oneself). These notions also figure in the Summary, 
chapter 5. 
Model Two: Thematic Responses to Questions 
In investigating values and principles that are conducive to surviving and thriving 
in the new context of the United States, the researcher placed a premium on responses to 
questions about the women’s experience. Several of the 14 questions that were asked 
pertained to the immigration system, policy, community work with other Salvadorans, 
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and participation in any other organization. To lift up the direct experience of the 
participants, however, the personal responses based on their personal story registered as 
most revealing for thematic emphasis. These then would hold the greatest promise for 
answering the fundamental question behind the study. 
A synopsis of responses to four specific questions points to a larger theme. For 
question 2, regarding how they came to settle in the U.S., the most common answer was 
that they had to leave because of direct threats of violence in El Salvador. “Yo me 
acuerdo que cómo sufrí y me acuerdo como entré.” (“I remember how I suffered, and I 
remember how I entered”). “Sería una serie de persecución del tema de la violencia, 
entonces mi familia estaba sufriendo por mi inestibilidad.” (It was a series of persecutions 
from the theme of violence, then my family was suffering for my instability”). For 
question 4, related to the impacts on their family of migrating, separation from children 
was the biggest. “Mi familia sufrió mucho cuando me vine al país.” (“My family suffered 
a lot when I came to this country”). This was a typical response. For question 7, related to 
impact of immigration policies on the participant, there seemed to be a heart-wrenching 
geographical and emotional movement from de sufrir (from suffering) to “no hay una 
seguridad” (“there is no security”). Suffering in El Salvador and along the journey north 
led to another type of vulnerability in the United States: lack of security, both financial 
and legal. “El sobrevivir es el trabajo día a día hacemos, para pagar todo lo que se debe 
de pagar, los biles, la renta y todo lo demás que era, y el poco que le den todo.” 
(“Survival is the work day to day that we do, in order to pay all that one owes, the bills, 
the rent, and the rest that was (pending), and little all of that might give you”). For 
  81 
 
question 8, about faith, there was great clarity that God “sustains,” “listens,” and 
“responds.” Consistent with Latinx cultures, God is someone with whom the women can 
relate. God is directly accessible in relation to addressing all the circumstances of life. 
“Me va a hacer puerta para mejorar la vida, mi situación.” (“God is going to make a door 
in order to make life better, my situation”).  
The answers to these questions illuminate the most pointedly asked experiential 
question (question 3): “What has been your experience as a Salvadoran in the United 
States?” One of the words used most frequently, according to the word-count analysis, 
was “difficult” (29 times, see Figure 1). So too was the answer in a word to question 3: 
“difficult.” The translation of this word needs explanation. In common English usage, 
“difficult” can mean challenging but manageable or working through an intellectual 
problem. In the context of the interviews, however, difficult meant what one participant 
described as her experience upon arrival: desesperante y agobiante (desperate and 
oppressive), after leaving everything behind. The word “painful” (dolorosa) was used in 
the interviews to emphasize what was difficult. The experience was difficult because it 
caused pain. Pain appeared as loss of home, family members, security, and cultural 
identity.  
Pain was visceral in the emotions the women shared, including their tears. 
Physical, emotional, psychological harm, experiencing and witnessing violence, trauma, 
and ongoing challenge(s) were evident throughout the participants’ discussions of the 
migration journey. The emphatic words employed in Spanish for “crying out” and 
“desperate and oppressive” suggested enduring an ordeal. The horrible conditions of 
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migrating through Guatemala and Mexico, where one daily risked abuse and death, was 
just one part of a painful ordeal. The risks for physical violence during transit were 
especially acute for women. The second part of a painful ordeal was from the social and 
cultural dislocation, lack of welcome, uncertainty and insecurity upon arrival and for 
some interviewees these continued even years after immigrating. Migration for the 
women meant experiencing disconnection from one’s social support system and 
community, missing elements of home such as food and managing the household and 
navigating an unfamiliar work environment. What was lost and left behind was not easily 
recreated in the United States. Painful experience points to a thematic pattern: if 
experience is desperate, without security, separated from family, then the underlying 
message that the women are calling out is “suffering” (see Figure 2).  
With the answers to the four questions mentioned earlier as context, the 
“difficult” journey, transition, and loss in terms of language, culture, and community 
constituted a “painful” experience. Such a painful experience manifested suffering. For 
the women to express their suffering was not surprising given the situations that 
prompted flight, the arduous journey they undertook and the arrival to a life of 
uncertainty in the United States. The fact that suffering was ongoing and motivational for 
a life of struggle (luchar) was revealing. The women persevered through their suffering 
toward a more life-giving future. Still, life in the shadows did not shield anyone from the 
pain of vulnerability and oppression. Such a life, for the women, included bearing 
difficulty, pain, and suffering. 
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Figure 2.  Experiences as a Salvadoran in the U.S. 
Suffering is a fundamental key to understanding the women’s fear and uncertainty 
with regard to separation from one’s family, especially one’s children, their ability to find 
sustainable work, and their lack of security based on legal status. The women’s angst 
from prolonged separation from their children was palpable. Their feelings included loss, 
guilt, and sadness.  
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Family unity was a value these women upheld. Not knowing when and how they 
would see their children, their partners, and their parents again caused great stress. Fear 
and uncertainty led to suffering for these women in transition. Mothers (and fathers) do 
not know whom to trust, may experience isolation and lose hope. Children bear the 
emotional trauma from a lack of stability (and perhaps the sense of home) and experience 
vicariously the anxiety of their parents. When family members are separated, the 
suffering is heartbreaking. As Parker Palmer notes, such suffering can lead to a heart 
broken apart or a heart broken open toward a greater capacity to love (Palmer 2011, 60). 
If the heart is broken open to greater love, suffering can then be embraced and endured.  
As the women faced their own suffering directly and believed there was a path 
forward to stability and thriving, their suffering could even be redemptive and enhance 
compassion for others. 
 Cuando uno viene de sufrir y viene por el mismo 
 camino, uno sabe el dolor que está pasando su gente 
 y el mismo dolor es parte de uno, es parte de la vida 
 de uno porque dice yo estoy acá pero mis hermanos 
 están sufriendo. 
    
When one comes from suffering and comes by the  
same path, one knows the pain that one’s people are  
going through and the same pain is part of oneself, it is part 
of one’s life because one says I am here but my brothers and  
sisters are suffering.  
 
The women viewed their suffering with the eyes of faith. They knew suffering 
intimately. Rather than accepting it with resignation, they sought to move through it to 
embrace a new reality. Faith in God played a significant and overriding role in opening a 
door for survival and thriving in the midst of such suffering. Figure 2 depicts the 
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interpretation of the word “difficult” in the context of the women’s responses that 
illuminate the reasons for its emphasis. Life was difficult, which meant that it was 
painful. Pain, in turn, is revelatory of the suffering experienced by each of the 
interviewees. Suffering can be crushing, or it can be transformative; for the women it was 
both the background and foreground of their lives. In viewing it from a spiritual 
perspective, they did not allow pain to be defining. There was, as the spiritual goes, a 
“way out of no way.”  
Model Three: Coding to Themes (Thematic Patterns) 
If a difficult experience of suffering (second approach theme) is met with a lack 
of support or help from others, including from church or community (first approach 
theme), in relation to work, family, and status, what would coding to themes reveal? This 
third approach is built on the first two approaches because it tuned the “ear” of the 
listener (interpreter) to both common and unique responses, cognizant of the respondents’ 
thread of experience. It used key phrases and sentences, as highlighted in the first 
approach, and remained open to unusual and surprising responses. Model 3 looked at all 
five interviews as a whole to synthesize significant themes with communal and pastoral 
implications.  
Careful review of phrases, sentences, and short passages yielded 73 
distinguishable codes (see Appendix G). This number of codes, while quite large, honors 
the way that the participants chose to articulate their experience. It disallowed 
assumptions about the meaning of the passages coded. Meaning could begin to be 
ascertained in the next round where codes were combined for themes. Related words or 
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information bits could be placed together with more confidence based on the first two 
analytical approaches. Please see Figure 3, which demonstrates, the codes for surviving 
mark the consistently difficult process of passage, arrival, and settling into a new life in 
the U.S. A more complex, nuanced picture of surviving emerged than the previous two 
approaches depicted. With life in danger, fleeing from El Salvador and traveling under 
harrowing conditions (21 times referenced) often led to separation from one’s children 
(19), which added layers of pain and emotional strain to the arrival process (20). In such a 
context, seeking work in a new country without knowledge of the culture or the language 
was very challenging.  
 
Codes of Surviving Times Referenced 
Transit, flight, forced to leave, detention, war, history, survival 21 
Suffering, pain, emotional toll, struggle, endurance, vulnerability 20 
Family together/separated, difficult 19 
Codes Impeding and Enhancing Thriving Times Referenced 
Fear, status, current laws, uncertainty, security 31 
Work, difficult to find, new, compared with El Salvador 25 
Faith, God, church 25 
Support, help for self and others, supporting and helping others 25 
Community—belonging, association, dialogue, immigration 
reform, solution, voice, testimony, sharing experiences 
25 
Figure 3.  Referenced codes for surviving, and those impeding or enhancing thriving 
  87 
 
Having survived the ordeal of leaving home and family to come to the United 
States, suffering continued to be experienced as part of ongoing trauma and adjustment. 
The separation from one’s children was still difficult, even years after moving. For the 
mothers interviewed, the strain and pain exhibited when talking about separation 
generated some of their strongest emotional responses, often with tears. Work was 
available but hard to obtain, in part because of an uncertain legal status. Keeping and 
improving one’s work opportunities was constantly on the women’s minds, as jobs could 
not be taken for granted and the cost of not having work was very serious, possibly 
involving the loss of home. As for other women who migrate, the women interviewed 
were subject to the “gendered nature” of work (Salcido and Menjivar 2012, 358). Their 
jobs such as cooking in restaurants, cleaning houses, and serving as home assistants 
provided low pay and could be seen as “expendable” (Salcido and Menjivar 2012, 358). 
Experiencing the “triple disadvantage” at the intersection of “race, gender, and migration 
status” (Salcido and Menjivar 2012, 355), the researcher would not have been surprised 
to have heard words of despair. However, buoyed by faith, the women demonstrated 
remarkable resiliency. In offering their challenges and heartbreak, their very willingness 
to reflect on their experiences was a testimony to hope. The effort to survive engendered 
a spirit of struggle (lucha) that helped them pursue work, seek family reunification, and 
seek community. 
Would even more prominent themes or thematic patterns, shed light on pathways 
for thriving? The numbers of responses, somewhat higher in favor of thriving, suggest or 
confirm an attitude of faith and overcoming. 
  88 
 
The researcher combined “community participation” with searching for an 
“immigration reform solution.” For the interviewees, there was a logical connection 
between the desire for information, status improvement, and a community of support. 
They were imagining community settings where greater well-being, including policy 
change benefitting them personally, could be sought and achieved.  
The greatest obstacle, drawn from the data, was lack of security, predominantly 
because of lack of status; this engendered tremendous fear and uncertainty. Insecurity 
bred fear, which in turn increased the sense of vulnerability. Faith then played a critical 
role in enduring uncertainty and coping with changing circumstances. Faith was as 
tangible as it was necessary. Life comes from and is sustained by God; therefore, in an 
expression of radical dependency on God, all that the participants possess and have 
achieved is rooted in God. One interviewee remarked: “Trato de sacar adelante a mi 
hijo…porque es un trauma, realmente, pero y le digo que algún día Dios nos va a 
escuchar, Él va a saber y Él va a dar respuesta.” (“I try to help my child get 
ahead…because it is a trauma, but I say to you that someday God is going to hear us and 
God is going to know, and God is going to give a response”). The women maintained that 
faith is essential for survival and thriving. God is a given presence, having made the 
journey with them.  
Seeing the Women’s Experience through Five Transcendental Themes 
The data coding from Figure 3 yielded five transcendental themes, or thematic 
patterns, related to the phenomenon of recent Salvadoran women immigrants seeking to 
survive and thrive in the United States. The themes were stated in sentence form (see 
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Figure 4) and filled out in a summary paragraph. The sentences drew on the word-
frequency outcomes of models 1 and 2 (for example, suffering, family separation, work, 
insecurity, desire for support and community, faith in God) and suggested a powerful 
narrative of courageous life-affirmation. The researcher offers a narrative analysis for 
each of the five themes noted in Figure 4 the Themes from Codes. 
 
Figure 4.  Themes from codes 
Theme 1 
 
The women acknowledge deep suffering arising from the need to migrate in order 
to survive and continuing vulnerability stemming from economic, emotional, and legal 
uncertainty in the United States. 
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El Salvador’s experience of war from 1980 to 1992, not to mention the years of 
violent conflict from 1975–80, left a legacy of violence and loss that destroyed families 
and shattered communities throughout the country (Dennis, Golden and Wright 2000, 
15). An entire generation of people were children of war; they experienced economic 
instability and evolving gang violence. This experience was compounded by the 
governmental policy of mano dura (“harsh enforcement,” often held unaccountable; “iron 
fist” would be the closest English equivalent) in its treatment of youth and young adults, 
whether or not they were affiliated with a gang-related group (Kinosian, Albaladejo, and 
Haugaard 2016, 34). Further, at times, enforcement authorities allowed criminal elements 
to operate with impunity—sometimes in cooperation with para-military groups 
(Kinosian, Albaladejo, and Haugaard 2016, 17). In a word, the Salvadoran population 
became re-traumatized, while not having been truly been reconciled with the past or with 
one another. 
If the “long walk of suffering” is seen in Latin American liberation contexts as a 
virtue (Herrera 2004), then the women possess great credibility for having experienced 
and persevered through great suffering. The current reality in El Salvador can be 
described as “a second war” (interviewee). The women confirmed this as they attested to 
the fact that they did not want to flee their homeland, but they were forced to, to save 
their lives. They expressed gratitude for having escaped. They were glad to be in the 
United States, even if their suffering has continued in different ways here. They could see 
ahead to possible opportunities to continue their education, get a better job, and raise their 
children. They believed there was no turning back. Legal uncertainty in the U.S. 
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contributes to economic and emotional uncertainty, all of which deepens the women’s 
experience of suffering and vulnerability. 
Theme 2 
The women express loss and grief due to being separated from their children and 
their families, and they display relief and hope when and if reunification occurs. 
The researcher was struck, after performing a word-usage count, by how often the 
word “difficult” (dificil) was used, and sometimes the word “hard” (dura). These words 
were used to characterize their experience of life in the United States, tracing back to 
their experience in El Salvador (see Model 1). Being separated from loved ones, 
especially when death or illness occurred, in one’s country of origin, was hard. Having to 
be apart from their children for extended periods, sometimes even years, was 
heartbreaking for them. The pain of separation from their children, their parents, and 
partners continued to manifest itself in trauma from that separation while in their new 
country, even many years later. Some of their children endured loneliness, confusion, and 
feelings of abandonment before and while reconnecting with their mothers. The mothers 
experienced grief, guilt, anxiety, resolve, and faith. They were quite open about the 
wounds that separation and reunification generated. 
Heartbreak touched other aspects of life as well. One point was made by an 
asylum-seeker that a predominant feeling for herself and for others, including children, 
even with a legal path forward, was insecurity.  
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La más grande esperanza es esta, tener la convicción legal, 
para poder tener la tranquilidad. La tranquilidad que todo 
ser humano creo yo merece porque el migrar es un  
derecho para todos, no solamente para nosotros que 
estamos sufriendo una situación de guerra, un cordón 
de violencia en El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, que 
es el triángulo de norte de Centro América. 
    
The greatest hope is this, to have (an affirmative) legal  
adjudication, to be able to have tranquility. The tranquility 
that all human beings, I think, merit because to migrate 
is a right for all, not only for those of us who are suffering 
a situation of war, a cordon of violence in El Salvador, 
Honduras, Guatemala, that is, the Northern Triangle of  
Central America. 
 
Not having the protection of Legal Permanent Residency status or citizenship 
meant uncertainty about what one believed one could or could not do, including work, 
having access to authorities, and receiving services or resources. Whether considered 
asylum seekers or a person without a formal stated status, the women endured the limits 
to financial, social, and familial resources that came with being “in-between” categories 
of legal recognition. Cecilia Menjivar calls this “liminal legality” (2006, 1000). For some 
of the interviewees, uncertain legal status led to a shadow existence, which had the effect 
of delaying consideration of supports that could enhance future prospects. 
Theme 3 
The women struggle to find work and meet basic needs, yet express belief in 
opportunities for a better life through language acquisition, study, and legal status. 
Each woman interviewed is working and works hard. Most common occupations 
included cooking in restaurants, housekeeping, and home care assistance work. Though 
not directly spoken about by the women, such work typically garners less than $300 per 
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week (Abrego 2017, 69). What was earned was not always enough to make ends meet, 
without for example, the support of a host family or sponsoring organization. In other 
words, each woman could survive economically but not thrive due to limited income in 
occupational fields with narrow room for upward mobility. Yet, there was a looking 
ahead to training, in combination with English acquisition, to gain access to better jobs in 
the future. Each woman has additional people (that is, children, and/or partners) to 
provide for, not only in the U.S., but also through remittances to El Salvador to help 
support family there. Relatives count on these remittances. Currently and historically the 
women, according to the U.S. immigration court system, are termed “economic migrants” 
(Alvarado 2017, 9), with social and legal delimitations regarding work opportunities. 
Ironically, however, they were also assumed to be a vital part of the Salvadoran 
economy. They represent part of the $4.5 billion in remittances back to El Salvador 
(National Public Radio, January 9, 2018). In doing their part to aid family, they uphold 
the Salvadoran economy by contributing toward 17% of GDP. 
Even though each of the women was working and each had a home or apartment 
in which to live, there was a contingency to their current state of affairs, because 
conditions could change from one day to the next. One factor leading to a sense of 
contingency, is fear of arrest and possible deportation by immigration authorities, 
regardless of legal status. Increased feelings of vulnerability take a personal toll.  
 
 
 
  94 
 
Theme 4 
The women confront and overcome prevalent fear, lack of status, and insecurity 
through tremendous faith in a personal God, who is companion and sustainer. 
Fear, a frequently mentioned emotion accompanying the women’s day-to-day life, 
hearkens back to the precipitating events and situations that led to their departure from El 
Salvador. In the United States, this fear was linked to legal status. That the women were 
open in disclosing this information revealed their level of trust in the researcher—and the 
hope that a solution could be found that would grant them more permanent legal footing 
in the United States. This proves to be especially important now, given the social impact 
of labeling and dehumanizing rhetoric that emerged in the 2016 presidential campaign 
(labels such as calling Central Americans “criminals,” etc.) (Flores and Schachter 2018, 
844). If one is not a citizen, anyone could face deportation. Hence, the reluctance of 
several women fearing to be interviewed. If status were resolved, perhaps the greatest 
obstacle to thriving could be removed. Lack of status adds a further challenge to the 
prospect of raising children in the U.S. In addition, from what the women shared, the 
stress and “presentness” of the issue are underappreciated by the church, which possesses 
greater capacity to respond in a visible and practical way.  
At the same time, faith in a personal, accessible God is core to their experience. 
God sustains, listens, and responds. God is with them every step of the way, through the 
ordeal of migration to the present reality on the West Coast of the United States. From 
the beginning of the day to the end of the night, God is their “everything” to whom their 
life and survival are owed. In contrast to European-North American church life, which is 
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often reserved and restrained in expression, the women were enthusiastic and unabashed 
in sharing their faith. “Ha sido la base y cimiento,” said one interviewee. (“Faith has been 
the foundation and cement”). This was expressed without theological jargon. In the face 
of fear and insecurity, God delivers a way forward in the migration journey, which the 
women experience as freeing. 
For these women, so often isolated in their pain and struggle, God is their 
communion: God-is-with-us in the here and now (LaCugna 1991, 228). Their experience 
of God walking alongside them is a form of communion. The women’s experience 
teaches the church about the nature of God. They are theologians. While traditional 
Christian theology often interprets a Trinitarian God (God-Christ-Spirit) as existing in a 
realm “above” the earthly, human level of existence, the women suggest that the locus of 
communion is the daily experience of life and is the fruit of God’s interrelationship with 
them in the depths of their being (Gebara 2002, 180). The women are active participants 
in their own story of salvation. The theologian, Ivone Gebara, suggests:  
Salvation is above all a concrete issue, immediate, tied to some 
actual lack, a suffering that is evident every day, and tied to some 
evil that seems to be multiplying in history at this very moment. 
This is resurrection today. (Gebara 2002, 127) 
 
The women embrace their personal, profound relationships with God not in spite 
of, but through, their insecurity and their suffering (Gebara 2002, 126). Their experience 
cries out that, in the words of the Guatemalan poet Julia Esquivel, they embody being 
“threatened with resurrection” (Esquivel 1994, 97). 
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Theme 5 
The women seek spiritually and culturally relevant “convivencia” 
(“community”), which provides for belonging, awareness of immigration policies and 
possibilities, and practical church support. 
Church may be important, but it was their faith in God that proved indispensable. 
They participated in various churches; however, work or distance often interfered with 
regular attendance. The type of churches attended varied (Christian, Catholic, 
charismatic, or a combination). Churches did provide for an atmosphere of belonging and 
community (convivencia).  
In their use of the term, “convivencia,” the women expressed the term’s practical 
application with theological impact. Castillo Guerra defines “convivencia” as “creation of 
common and harmonic spaces that make true encounter between human beings possible” 
(Groody and Campese, Eds. 2008, 265). The term is linked to faith gatherings and other 
community convenings. Convivencia has a special meaning in the context of the 
migration journey. It is a time and space, a sacred and safe context, where oppression is 
confronted and suffering transformed (Groody and Campese, Eds. 2008, 244). It is a 
place where women can see themselves, not as victims, but as free, leading to a new life 
and identity (Groody and Campese, Eds. 2008, 247). One interviewee said: “Entonces al 
llegar a esta tierra, (mi fe) es lo que mantuvo vivo y la misma fe en comunión, es decir, 
en convivencia me fortaleció esta parte lo espiritual.” (“Then, on arriving to this country, 
(my faith) is what kept me alive, and the same faith in communion, that is to say, in 
convivencia, strengthened me”). In community, the women could open themselves to 
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other immigrant peoples, share their suffering, recover themselves spiritually and 
emotionally, celebrate in thanksgiving to God (who brought them to the U.S.) and break 
bread together in friendship. Convivencia speaks to the evaluation and celebration 
elements of the ongoing circle of faithful life experience (Marins and Trevisan 2015).  
The convivencia or communion of which the women speak is more than an 
expression of a heavenly banquet to be fully realized in the future. It speaks to a 
celebration of their liberation-in-process. Strengthened for the next phase of life, they are 
accompanied in community in the ongoing movement from survival to thriving. The 
theme of convivencia will return in chapter 5.  
In the end, the experience of community with people who share culture, language, 
faith, and experience was pivotal to thriving. Their relationship with God was that which 
was most important and allowed them to overcome. These foundational values joined 
with others to offer a horizon of possibility for their lives.  
As Cardinal Rosa Chavez of San Salvador offered in his homily on March 31, 
2019, which was mentioned earlier, family, work, and faith are core values of a Latin 
American life. The women, through sharing their experiences, expressed these values as 
integral to their lives. How they did it, and with such depth, suggested the treasure of 
wisdom and commitment that each of them possesses—and these gifts can teach both the 
faith and wider community from their living out of these values. Indeed, they have borne 
the cost of such convictions, while maintaining a spirit of hope. 
The five themes, with the narrative analysis as context, yield a summary 
paragraph: 
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The women’s capacity to bear suffering through significant and long-lasting 
separation and loss in the migration process is a remarkable testimony to the power and 
resourcefulness within these human lives. Still, day-to-day life in a highly individualized 
U.S. society is a challenge. Because they are often coupled with a precarious status in the 
immigration system, the women are vulnerable to being financially, communally, and 
legally marginalized. The net effect is to feel excluded in their adopted country. Still, 
their suffering and vulnerability are also strengths at the personal and communal levels. 
Access to informal and formal networks make the prospect of thriving more likely. With 
greater and more practical communal and church connections, the support they receive 
(which is consistent with their culture) will be passed forward to other migrating peoples 
and to their children. The women see themselves as productive contributors to society; as 
human beings they possess dignity and courage, and they merit a legal policy solution 
that allows for a permanent status offering stability and security for themselves and their 
children. 
Corroboration 
The women demonstrated great courage in sharing their responses with the 
researcher. Their openness, to disclosing their suffering, vulnerability, and their sources, 
proved to be consistent and reflected trust in the interview process. Participation in a 
study that sought to understand the thematic patterns that contributed to surviving and 
thriving could assist the women individually by articulating their reflections with another 
person (the interviewer). At the same time, they were eager to serve as examples for a 
wider community of immigrants who were also seeking to survive and thrive. In this 
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sense, the women desired to contribute to helping others who were enduring what they 
had also experienced. The researcher’s findings corroborate—through social, cultural, 
and historical documentation and research—the models reviewed in this chapter.  
For this study project the researcher identified the phenomenon of Salvadoran 
women’s migration experience, while also taking into account previous studies of 
migration journeys to the United States (Elizondo 2009) including those of immigrants 
who entered via an undocumented border crossing (Groody 2009). These journeys were 
often interpreted via the lens of faith. These studies provided critical understandings of 
cross-cultural encounter and pastoral ministry in the context of tragedy and death. The 
mere existence of Salvadoran-born residents in the United States has been interpreted by 
federal political authorities, both Democrat and Republican, as evidence of criminality 
and characterized as a national security threat (Foer 2018, 64). The migration experience 
and faith for this study requires interpretation from a social and political lens if we are to 
fully incorporate the pastoral implications for the interviewees themselves and for the 
church more broadly. For this reason, documents, investigative articles, demographic 
studies, and governmental statistics were considered to be relevant materials for study, in 
addition to interviews, conversations, and observations. 
The researcher collected and interpreted a variety of data to confirm and to raise 
additional questions that emerged as a result of the women’s interviews. These included: 
 Documents corroborating recent (2010–present) migratory experience(s) from 
El Salvador, 
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 Social analysis of humanitarian approaches to immigrant and refugee patterns 
in the United States and in other countries, 
 Theological and church literature on faith-based responses to the phenomena 
of authorized and unauthorized migration, 
 Historical analysis of the interrelationship of El Salvador and the United 
States and the impacts on Salvadoran migrants over time, 
 Comparisons of social and cultural contexts for Salvadorans in each of the 
cities where interviews take place. 
These data—along with multiple sources of triangulation—strengthened the 
trustworthiness of the research undertaken and led to a thicker interpretation (Sensing 
2011, 72). 
The interviewer’s experiences of the women interviewed were corroborated by 
data for Salvadorans related to the particular circumstances of danger, the immigration 
process, and the ongoing challenges even when settled in the United States. The 
interpretation that the women gave to their experience did yield pastoral implications. 
These will be more fully discussed in Chapter 5. The women have borne the burdens that 
migrating women (2018 and 2019) from Central America currently experience (personal 
conversations between the PI and asylum-seekers formerly detained at Sea-Tac Federal 
Detention Center, 2018). One person remarked:  
El hecho que nuestras tierras están dañadas, está muy ensangrintado, está 
muy herida, es un dolor inmenso porque no quería dejar mi tierra y yo soy 
producto de eso y hay que empezar a repararlo.  (The fact that our lands 
are harmed, it is very blood-soaked, it is wounded, it is an immense pain 
  101 
 
because I did not want to leave my land and I am a product of that and I 
have to begin to repair it).  
The participants in this study serve a role similar to that of the “canary in the coal 
mine” for the humanitarian crisis (of largely Central American asylum-seekers) that 
exists in the southern U.S. border region, even as policies of exclusion wreak havoc on 
the lives of an already vulnerable population (Foer 2018, 66).  
Violence and Threats Leading to Crossing of Borders, with Continuing Risk 
In previous decades, single men made up most of the immigrants coming 
to the U.S., often to seek work. In 2017, however, 39 percent of immigrants were 
children and mostly women-led family units (Bacon 2018, 30). These immigrants 
were almost exclusively from Central America (El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras). As with the women interviewed, there was “no turning back.” 
Kinosian, Albaladejo and Haugaard note that more than half of all Salvadoran 
women say they have suffered some form of violence in their lives. Over a quarter 
of these women were victims of sexual or physical violence. (2016, 32) 
At great physical risk to themselves, and in many cases to their children also, they 
take flight north because their lives depend on it. Even before the most recent growth in 
migration numbers, they argue that 500 to 600 Salvadorans “emigrate every day, mainly 
to the United States without documents” (Kinosian, Albaladejo and Haugaard 2016, 29). 
At the same time, a recent International Rescue Committee report suggests, “From 2016 
to 2017, 79,316 Salvadorans were deported from the U.S. and Mexico to El Salvador. 
This number included 11,509 children who would face increased risks of violence, 
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retribution, and even death (underlined in original report) (International Rescue 
Committee 2019, 9).  
Far from petitioning for asylum for frivolous reasons, women are exercising their 
right to apply for asylum in accord with U.S. law, including the Refugee Act of 1980 
(Rabben 2016, 131, 216), international law (right to flee from persecution), and universal 
rights (Universal Declaration on Human Rights, Article 14) (Rabben 2016, 9; Church 
World Service 2016). Why did mothers with children make the choice to leave family, 
friends, and livelihood behind to seek asylum in higher numbers in 2018 and 2019 than 
ever at the southern U.S. border? Four of the participants faced the direct threat of being 
killed if they stayed in El Salvador. Crime, violence, and threat of gang activity all 
influenced the participants’ decisions to seek refuge. The potential for harm or death to 
Salvadoran and Central American women who face violence has been confirmed by the 
2016 data from the Church World Service. Indeed, the violence has been exacerbated in 
the last four years (International Rescue Committee 2019, 5).  
Increasingly, the risk of becoming a victim of homicide has grown simply 
because one is a woman. This phenomenon has been termed “femicide.” An estimated 
2,521 women in El Salvador were murdered from 2009 to 2015. (Kinosian, Albaladejo, 
and Haugaard, 34). The situation has only worsened; 2,656 women and girls have been 
abducted or disappeared in the last three years (Guzman 2019, introduction). Despite the 
high number of cases presented before the Salvadoran attorney general, no cases have yet 
been resolved. A recent publication from El Salvador documents the phenomenon of 
femicides in detail: 
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The enemy is generally in the house and forms part of the circle of greatest 
confidence of the women, being the first obstacle in the preventative 
discovery of lethal acts of violence, without counting also with the 
environment of normalized violence in a society rich with impunity. 
(Montti Velasco, Bolanos Vasquez, and Cerén Lovo 2019, introduction) 
This impunity, according to a former Salvadoran human rights lawyer, takes the aspect of 
three forms of war: gangs vs. people; gangs vs. state; police and military vs. gangs (Ortiz 
2019).  
Given the reasons for flight, humanitarian principles (U.S. and international) 
allow for the seeking of refuge through applying for asylum for reasons of generalized 
violence perpetrated or threatened against individuals determined to pertain to certain 
groups of people. By contrast, a recent federal decision, a change made administratively, 
means that stated reasons of domestic or gang violence are no longer to be considered 
allowable reasons for the granting asylum, according to the Department of Justice (Matter 
of A-B- 2018). In breaking decades of legal precedent (retired immigration judge, 
conversation with PI, March 2019), judges are bound to ignore the basic humanitarian 
considerations for which asylum was created: to provide a safe space in order to live and 
thrive. The women interviewees fled endemic violence directed at them; the culture of 
impunity in El Salvador was an important factor in their own migration journey to 
provide for a measure of justice for themselves as well as their children. 
Systemic Separation of Children and Mothers 
An act intended to deter Central Americans from migrating to the United States 
shocked the conscience of a nation in 2018. The cruel, unjust, and racist-forced 
separation of children from their parents at the southern U.S. border in 2018 was rooted 
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in a “zero tolerance” policy that criminalized women, men, and children who crossed into 
the United States by charging them with offenses for which they were prosecuted 
(International Rescue Committee 2019, 2; Shear 2018, A1). Although the practice of 
separating family members had been occurring before the summer of 2018 and continues 
today, public awareness of this cruelty, morally unacceptable in a society that values 
family, brought the practice under widespread scrutiny. The policy and practice led to 
tragic, prolonged family separation, including small children isolated from any loved 
ones. These charges took place although the vast majority of parents separated from their 
children were asylum seekers; they had the legal right to request such status upon entry to 
the country. More than 2,700 children were taken from their mothers or fathers and taken 
to places across the United States where a parent or child often did not know where the 
other was, let alone have a way to be in touch with one another. Parents or children were 
often held in facilities in spaces that were termed a freezer (“hielera”) or dog pound or 
kennel, i.e., cage (“perrera”) (conversations between PI and asylum-seekers formerly 
detained at Sea-Tac Federal Detention Center, 2018).  
The American Pediatric Association denounced the untold and permanent harm 
this policy was causing in the children (Kraft 2018). The separation was a violation of 
United States law and international law, particularly Section 208 of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act, which provides that any person who is physically present in the United 
States or arrives in the United States may apply for asylum whether or not they ask at a 
designated port of entry (Barón 2018; East Bay Sanctuary Covenant v. Donald J. Trump 
2018). Separate laws also applicable included the Flores Settlement (Flores v. Reno 
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1997), limiting the detention of children, and the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Reauthorization Act (TVPRA) protecting unaccompanied children who seek protection 
from persecution and violence (Church World Service 2018). In the summer of 2018, a 
federal judge ordered the reuniting of parents and their children separated through the 
Zero Tolerance Policy. Due to the difficulty of locating children and placing them in 
communication with parents, reunification took months to complete. Some parents had 
been deported without their children. Separation, as a matter of fact, rather than of policy, 
is ongoing, with dramatic humanitarian consequences.  
The PI spoke with various mothers, many of whom were Salvadorans detained in 
Sea-Tac, Washington, while assisting with basic needs to facilitate reunification. The 
grief and horror of the mothers through the separation process was palpable. These 
traumatizing experiences were coupled with the humiliation of incarceration. If the 
asylum-seeker sought bond in order to be released, often it was not allowed or too high 
for it to be paid (often $15,000 and higher according to attorneys working with 2018 Sea-
Tac Detention Center asylum seekers). Faith communities stepped in to offer direct 
support, which in many cases facilitated the court’s opting to grant bond. 
Separation and Oppression as Seen by Interviewees 
The women interviewed revealed another dimension to the trauma and tragedy of 
family separation. As they noted, separation of parents from children long-pre-dated the 
spring of 2018 and was usually not quickly resolved. The immigration process itself, the 
result of the emergent need to survive in the face of crime, violence, and impunity 
(Kinoshian, Albaladejo, and Haugaard 2016, 11–19) results in mothers being separated 
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from children for extraordinary lengths of time. Life is “difficult” because of the pain and 
suffering involved in having to leave children behind for the mother and child’s well-
being and protection. Separation from children was the case for four of the five women 
interviewed (the fifth worked with children, unaccompanied minors, who were apart from 
their families). Family arrivals at the border, from the spring of 2018 to the present, with 
some arriving in caravans, experienced the indignity and confusion of not being allowed 
to wait in the U.S. before having a credible fear hearing, which would allow them to be 
considered for bond and release. The separation policy was challenged in court and 
ultimately changed, at least officially. This change, however, did not address the 
prevalent forms of separation experienced during the women’s migration: being apart 
from their children while in detention, and/or through deportation. The separation that the 
women interviewed experienced was often long-term and rooted in a fear-inducing 
system that makes these migrants, including those with asylum claims, potential targets 
for deportation back to the violence which caused them to flee.  
Some mothers interviewed acknowledged the priority of maintaining relationships 
with their children, despite great distances. “Queremos futuro bueno para nuestros hijos y 
por eso luchamos.” (“We want a good future for our children and for that we fight”). 
Their family separation experience both pre-dates the growing numbers of asylum 
seekers during the summer of 2018, and for some will last far longer. The support they 
have received from congregations, friends, and contacts have been indispensable to the 
families’ survival and thriving. Prolonged separation also suggested that the women’s 
experience, as they are coming out of the shadows, is one of multiple experiences of 
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oppression: loss of livelihood, the trauma from the journey, the guilt from separation, and 
the longing for home. The exodus journey of migrants from El Salvador continues well 
into the immigrants’ existence in the United States; mothers cannot return “home” safely 
to their country of origin, so they wait and hope for partial family reunification through 
the arduous journey of a child to the United States. The contingency of day-to-day life 
then becomes a type of “wilderness” or liminality for the newly configured household of 
which the next chapter has yet to be written (Bibler-Coutin 2007, 9). 
Prevalence of Fear 
The PI noted that fear was a frequent emotion in participants’ responses regarding 
challenges and obstacles to surviving and thriving in the United States. This fear was 
most often noted as fear of immigration authorities. From the interviews, this sentiment 
existed regardless of status among the participants. Federal administration rhetoric and 
proposed and actual policies and practices tend to conflate asylum-seekers and migrants 
without authorization as belonging to one of three groups: criminals, gang members, or 
national security threats (Trump 2019). The frequent use of such labels has the impact, if 
not the intent, of sowing fear. Such labels also provide a justification for policies of 
“deterrence” (Trump 2019). Deterrence means making an example of certain populations 
to prevent others from exercising their basic human right to migrate, which may include 
the crossing of borders. These policies, in turn, increased feelings of vulnerability among 
both people who have arrived and people currently on the move.  
Just as the women’s fear was deep-rooted, so were the layers of interpretation to 
understand their reality. Regardless of status, they feared being apprehended and 
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potentially deported. They knew their own vulnerabilities, including low-paying work, 
yet carried out their day-to-day responsibilities faithfully. As Cecilia Menjivar has 
documented extensively, “Legal status emerged as paramount in the immigrants’ lives” 
(2006, 1003). The women had hopes that their situation would improve; this included 
hopes related to changes in immigration law, even while they sought community for 
support and strength. The women migrated in a social, political, and cultural context. 
Was something perceived in the Salvadorans’ experience that increased their sense of 
vulnerability yet has not been noted? 
Evolution of Notions of Legality and New Forms of Vulnerability 
Earlier we examined “illegality” as a socially constructed concept that began in 
the time of the Naturalization Act of 1924, which set limits on entry from foreign 
countries. The Act was biased in favor of certain European countries. The Immigration 
Act of 1965 extended this bias to Mexico as the act was codified. Mae Ngai suggests that 
the creation of these laws laid the basis for defining unauthorized or “illegal” entry for 
the remainder of the twentieth century and beyond (Costantini 2019). These laws now 
redefined in-migration to the United States (and out-migration) from Latin American 
countries. Yet a paradox existed: the U.S. economy depended on the labor of Mexican 
and other Central American immigrants, even as existing stereotypes about them 
hardened among the non-Latino, dominant culture “whites” (Costantini 2019). Free-
flowing movement of workers across the Southern border and back was restricted due to 
numerical limits imposed worldwide, which were tilted toward favoring European 
immigrants. The need for workers, however, proceeded unabated. Latin Americans 
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closest to the U.S. who crossed borders without a visa would now be categorized as 
“illegal.” People who lacked documents (“undocumented”) and entered without 
authorization (“unauthorized”) were seen less in terms of their common humanity with 
native-born residents, that is, as human beings fleeing from violence, war, or crushing 
poverty. They were now viewed through the lens of perceived adherence to a set of 
changing and fluid immigration laws. The concept of “illegality” has profound social 
implications that adversely affect immigrants who have been in the United States one 
year, five years, or twenty years. 
The Concept of “Social Illegality” and Relationship to Interviewee Responses 
Flores and Schacter furthered the understanding of “legality” as a result of their 
survey that examined perceptions of who is “illegal.” What they discovered was that 
“illegality is written upon their bodies” (Flores and Schachter 2018, 840). Their study 
shows that national origin has much to do with the perception of who is “illegal” while 
considering other characteristics. What is the most likely nationality (among 15 
worldwide, excluding Mexico) to have its members perceived as such? Salvadorans 
(2018, 849). 
The authors use the term, “social illegality,” to “describe the condition likely 
experienced by individuals who are believed to be illegal based on stereotypes rather than 
legal status” (2018, 840). This means that people perceived not to have legal status are 
defined socially as illegal regardless of the person’s actual status. The perception of 
danger to the non-immigrants translates into a social code that stigmatizes the immigrant 
and associates her with criminality and as a potential threat. Such a “social” status, in 
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turn, gives cover for policies and practices that reinforce the stereotype. In sum, some 
ethnic groups, such as Salvadorans, are visibly lifted up and labeled as “illegal” and 
“alien” while other undocumented groups largely remain out of public perception and 
scrutiny—in other words, out of sight and out of mind. This brings to the fore the 
dynamic of racism, which is prevalent in the creation of “social illegality” and then put 
into practice by means of forced family separation. This dynamic, as it has occurred in 
the United States with its history of racism, is worthy of deeper examination. While not 
raised directly by the participants, its pastoral implications will be discussed in chapter 5. 
Interviewees’ Experience: Corroborated and Validated 
Fear among the interviewees was understood in terms of the “social illegality” 
judgment they encountered regardless of their actual status. The women embraced life 
with risk each day. They had to find work, regardless of real or perceived legal status. 
They had to pay bills despite low wages. They had fears of being arrested by immigration 
officials because of their Latina heritage. The stresses took an emotional toll. The flight 
from imminent danger in El Salvador and the physically arduous journey manifested 
themselves in the scars of trauma in the years after arrival in the U.S. 
Separation, particularly from children, raised the levels of grief, anxiety, and 
ambiguity of existence for women between two nations. Owing to uncertainty of status as 
well as the social perception that marginalizes with national origin in mind, suffering did 
not end with being settled physically, even with employment, in the United States. The 
women articulated their hopes for status adjustment—and the concomitant public policy 
and legal changes—that would enhance their prospects for security and sustainability. 
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Their experiences, authentic in themselves, were reinforced by recent studies and 
scholarship that highlight the systemic dimensions of political and legal boundaries 
(Menjivar 2006, 1006) that played a significant role in their lives, and the experience of 
exclusion or belonging (2006, 1006). The women appealed to the humanity of the 
community member and pastoral agent who accompanies or offers solidarity. 
Summary 
This chapter reviewed the research findings regarding recent Salvadoran women 
immigrants, and the sources of their strength. It also discussed the challenges they face in 
the dominant U.S. culture. The study research was delimited to recent immigrant, 
Salvadoran women. While they were potentially vulnerable for detention, deportation, 
and persecution (any status other than permanent resident or citizen bears those risks), 
they have been labeled and categorized as a social group as “criminals” less often than 
Salvadoran men and so they bore less risk by taking part in interviews. The researcher 
was also interested in the interrelationships of mothers and children when those were 
expressed during the interviews. This phenomenological study sought to understand the 
women’s interpretation of their own experience. Through semi-structured interviews, the 
subjects were able to share, at the depth of their choosing, how family and faith, future 
plans, and fear affected their survival and ability to thrive in a context of vulnerability 
and hostile political rhetoric. With comprehensive care taken to protect the subjects’ 
anonymity, the researcher sought openness in conversation, and a “thick description,” to 
discern themes that suggested pathways for sustainability. He also sought to discover 
pastoral implications, for agents and church members alike, who accompany migrants, 
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especially from El Salvador. Their responses were transcribed, translated, analyzed, 
coded, and interpreted. 
Three methods were used to interpret the study findings: (1) analyzing word usage 
by frequency of use; (2) distilling the essence of responses to experiential questions to 
reveal a deeper meaning in the responses; and, (3) coding for themes. These themes were 
summed up in five sentences. Also included, were a grounding description, and summary 
paragraph.  
The findings were then corroborated by review of recent studies and literature 
which documented:  
 the experience of Central American women more broadly—in the countries of 
origin and the U.S.  
 the more recent crisis of family separation in context.  
 the impacts of changes in immigration policies and practice in the twentieth 
century up to the present. and,  
 legal and social constructs that formally and informally define “status” and 
their impacts on women facing and overcoming multiple oppressions. 
The findings uncovered through the interviews with the courageous immigrant 
women led to an honest appreciation of their interpretation regarding the challenges and 
opportunities toward surviving and thriving in the United States. Their expressed faith 
through suffering, their resiliency in continuing to make a way forward, and their 
maintaining hope for greater levels of communal life and support had much to teach the 
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researcher and people concerned for the lives and well-being of immigrants and refugees 
in the United States in 2020 and beyond. 
The ministerial implications of the study results, including those affecting the 
researcher, will be shared in chapter 5. It is intended that these implications will prove 
useful for both pastoral praxis and for building a social movement within U.S. ecclesial 
and political landscapes. Specifically, the research leads to strategies for pastoral 
accompaniment of Salvadoran immigrants and pathways for policy alternatives to 
facilitate Salvadoran immigrant stability and well-being. 
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY AND OPPORTUNITIES 
AND CHALLENGES FOR MINISTRY 
Introduction 
As research with ministerial implications, this project examined how the 
culturally embedded faith and experience of immigrant women in the United States of a 
non-dominant culture, perceived by some as “other, “may contribute both to enriching 
theological insight and to practical action for faith communities, including churches, 
other forms of congregational life, and the wider society. This research focused 
specifically on recent women immigrants from El Salvador. The country is living through 
great social upheaval, in a century marked by periodic violence, social disruption, 
immense poverty, and dramatic social inequality. The researcher listened to understand 
how these women perceived their own reality and articulated their insights as women 
forced to migrate if they were to go forward with their lives. 
The researcher analyzed how these immigrants spoke to their experience of 
surviving and thriving in a new land. He was eager to learn how they perceived their 
capacity as agents of liberation, resiliency, and community; that is, as protagonists of 
their own destiny. The researcher sought to address additional questions, related to faith, 
references to and resonances with stories in the Bible, the supportive environment of 
congregations, and fair treatment and discrimination. Without assumptions or prompting 
related to the interviewee, he was interested to know whether their answers would lead to 
any insights related to the following questions: 
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 How do participants perceive themselves as people with a God-given 
dignity, made in the divine image?  
 How does the biblical story of the Exodus inform once again the 
imaginations of people forced to move to be agents of social 
transformation? 
 How do leaders in churches and congregations overcome the “original sin” 
of racism (Wallis 2016) and the ongoing sin of xenophobia? 
 Where are the points of resistance in our mainline congregations? and, 
 How do pastoral agents and church members need to change if they are to 
accompany immigrants with authenticity? 
Purpose of the Research 
The research yielded tentative answers to these questions and suggested areas of 
further inquiry. The researcher’s goal at the outset was to accomplish the following:  
Through five interviews and observations, this research project sought to 
elicit—from the testimony of recent Salvadoran women immigrants—the values and 
principles that undergird their survival and thriving and that can teach faith community 
and church members in the U.S. discernible steps toward mutual proposals for action. 
Grounding in the Experience of the Women 
Interview questions focused on the experience of these women as they expressed 
them and included such areas as: (1) their experience in the United States; (2) the impacts 
of migration on their families and themselves; (3) obstacles encountered and challenges 
to thriving; (4) the implications of immigration policy and enforcement on their lives; (5) 
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their engagement with faith and/or community organizations, and other Salvadorans; and 
(6) anything else they felt comfortable sharing. Five women were interviewed; each 
woman demonstrated remarkable trust, honesty, courage, resilience, and hope. Likewise, 
each provided a rich description of her reality, sharing how she makes meaning of her 
experience, and notes her concerns and dreams for the future. The investigator was 
privileged to be able to gain the women’s confidence and conduct personal interviews 
with them. The women’s willingness to participate not only reflected that they each had 
experiences they were interested in sharing with an outsider, but each woman also 
believed that by participating they could impact their own lives while also illuminating 
the reality for many other thousands of recent Salvadoran women immigrants. They 
anticipated that changes to immigration policy and practice were both possible and 
necessary and that offering their personal experience might lead to insight and to 
advocacy for promoting these changes. The “word” that they spoke was that the survival 
journey of struggle and suffering could and did yield resilient, gracious, communal, life-
affirming, wise women “bending toward” (Luke 13:10–13; King 1958, 14) thriving and 
justice. Their reflections were a form of praxis and action (Freire 1973, 36) to foster 
mutual transformation and social change.  
The methodology chosen for this phenomenological research began with each 
woman “seeing” her reality; that is, her unique experience, her interpretation of that 
experience (“judging”) as a human being and as a person of faith seeking to survive and 
thrive. The women’s choices and actions to migrate, resettle, and transform their new 
situations (“act”), their assessment of their present situations and determination to seek 
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what they need to advance in their lives (“evaluate”), and their formation of relationships 
in community were focused on mutual support and encouragement (“celebrate”) (Marins 
1996, 99). The researcher’s own listening included encounter and interviews (“seeing”); 
transcribing and interpreting the women’s spoken word (“judging”); categorizing themes 
and presenting findings (“acting”); and, lifting up key insights from the women’s 
reflection for enhancing their prospects for thriving (“evaluating”). 
This chapter continues to explore the pastoral process of accompaniment by 
articulating opportunities and challenges for ministry. It suggests possible means of 
accompaniment and it projects possible actions that express solidarity with these women 
and, by extension, other immigrant women (“evaluating” and “celebrating”). The 
dynamic reality of the women’s lives suggests a power to ignite robust faithful action in 
pursuit of a justice that can impact many women whose experience is not documented in 
this study. 
Social Context of Migration and Link to Findings 
It is relevant that in the course of this project, while conducting interviews and 
analyzing the women’s responses, harsh immigration enforcement in the U.S. directed 
toward immigrants in general (travel ban targeting Muslims, expanded detention, border-
crossing lag times, impediments to applying for asylum) has deepened. For Salvadoran 
and other Central American women, the policy of physically separating children from 
parents at the Southern border—violating U.S. and international law, and finally 
rescinded after public outcry and court order—worsened and made more visible the 
experiences of separation that had been a reality in their lives for years. Understanding 
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this context heightens the importance of articulating the pastoral implications for church 
and faith communities, because the reality is rooted in the experience and agency of 
immigrant women themselves. 
Having the ability to conduct interviews in Spanish and to interpret the responses 
to questions from the Spanish allowed the researcher to listen for cultural cues and to 
experience the “choque” or collision of cultures (and potentially world views) in the 
migration process from El Salvador to the United States (Elizondo 1980, 57). The 
women, who needed to provide income for themselves and their children in El Salvador, 
who were the center of home and family life, who faced direct threats, including death, 
and who made the heart-breaking decision to come north to the U.S., were already 
experienced in self-sacrifice, separation, and survival. Indeed, as one interviewee put it, 
people left home either “to look for a better life economically, or to leave the violence 
against their life” (“buscar una mejor vida económicamente, o para salir de la violencia 
en contra de su vida”). The interviewees were forced to flee for the second or latter 
reason. This was confirmed during an expert’s presentation on human rights in El 
Salvador. The expert noted that the difference between threatened violence in El Salvador 
and some other countries is that in El Salvador one would actually be killed (Ortiz, 2019). 
The findings demonstrate that issues of security and status, and experience of fear, 
surround and have an impact on obtaining the basics that sustain life (work, a living 
place, the necessaries for raising children) and, when available and accessible, English 
classes to acquire more opportunities for thriving. In essence, the migration journey 
continued in a new setting, without a sense of “permanence” having been established. 
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Such contingency and vulnerability, in an atmosphere of dehumanizing rhetoric and 
pervasive risks of immigration enforcement activities, constitute a liminal experience 
(Bibler-Coutin 2007, 9) where faith convictions and learning from other women 
immigrants allowed the women to persevere and overcome. The researcher was honored 
by the trust of the women to disclose what this liminal space looked like for them: 
holding past, present, and future together, and maintaining hope in the face of 
uncertainty. Their openness and honesty strengthened the ability of the researcher not 
only to listen to them, but also to empathize with their profound experiences. 
Pastoral Implications 
This research effort led to a key implication for faith organizers or accompaniers 
who might offer to “walk with” women from similar backgrounds or situations. At a 
personal level, the engagement desired required a change of heart (“metanoia” in Greek; 
Gospel of Mark 1:14) from the pastoral practitioner, or a giving over of oneself 
(“entrega” in Spanish) to enter the women’s lives and experience on their terms. This 
would mean to place the women more at the heart of the ministry, rather than reinforce 
(in a dominant culture, a “white” church) the prevailing ministerial practice that these 
women (and by extension Salvadoran and Latin American women in general) are 
somehow “other” than their fellow Christians and people of faith.  
The women invited greater engagement from faith communities in general. Not 
only did their expressed cry for support call out to faith communities to exhibit pastoral 
care and concern, but they also wished for specific supports that would affirm them as 
people and sustain them during times of crisis. In this sense, the women were “prophetic” 
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for a church that seeks to be given over (“entregada”) to its people (Dennis, Golden and 
Wright 2000, 71), imbued with a profound spirituality (“mística”) (Dennis, Golden and 
Wright 2000, 71). The women pursued opportunities to thrive, i.e., a community rooted 
in respect and mutuality, and immigration policies and practices that allowed for 
permanent security. In speaking for and standing up for themselves, they followed in the 
tradition of spiritual thinkers who challenged the dominant power system and culture. 
Such a person as Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (Kirk 1998, 24), and organizers who lifted up 
workers’ self-worth and enhanced their faith “in their ability to really change their 
situation,” such as Dolores Huerta (Rothenberg 1998, 244). The women’s sharing about 
their experiences was living testimony to the churches, and beyond, that movement 
forward in their lives was as human beings with capacity and possibility, not as objects 
who would accept being dehumanized.  
Faith in God was central to the lives of the women interviewed. Their personal 
relationship with God, who is sustainer and motivator, is key to their survival and the 
inspiration for their thriving. Each woman expressed a profound spirituality (“mística”) 
grounded in the migration journey itself. The litany of suffering includes: the proximity 
of death, flight from corruption and chaos, immense suffering during the journey, 
separation from children and family members, uncertainty, trauma, culture shock, and a 
life lived in the shadows. Only an abiding faith as “daughters of God” (Paul’s Letter to 
the Romans 8:14–17) and a persistent will to live opened a door to freedom as well as 
“life and life in abundance” (Gospel of John 10:10). 
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View of Church and Recommendations 
Each of the women interviewed also had various levels of participation with a 
diverse set of churches (i.e., congregations, denominations, and forms of worship). The 
research suggested that “church” at the local (congregational or parish) level was 
important yet secondary to the direct experience of God by the women. The women were 
rooted in faith because each had a direct, personal relationship with God. They knew 
God, and they belonged to God; God had delivered them and continues to look out for 
them (as one interviewee remarked: “God has a plan and God’s will (for me) will be 
done”). God could be counted on to be present as consoler and companion during the life-
and-death circumstances they faced (“judge”).  
Such profound relationships with God did not suggest that the women were not 
interested in participating in a church. In part, due to work schedules and distance from 
linguistically and culturally appropriate church services, attendance was irregular even if 
desired to be more frequent. In some instances, concerns about potential immigration 
enforcement was a factor in how far and how often an interviewee felt comfortable in 
going out from their residence. However, the experience of church as community was 
welcome where accessible.  
During the interviews the women communicated several hopes for the church:  
(1) They hoped to have a sense of connection that would lead to an experience of 
belonging (“act”), (2) They sought more opportunities to be welcomed into a church 
community and experience a sense of belonging. When the interviewed women expressed 
a desire for more support (“apoyo”), it was rooted in part due to the lack of support from 
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churches (whether or not they participated in one). Where possible, religious services in 
Spanish along with other Latin Americans, regardless of worship style, were nourishing 
and enhanced the spirit of “convivencia” (deep community, celebration, communion) that 
they desired. One interviewee remarked, “…Es muy bonita la experiencia que he tenido 
allí (en una iglesia evangélica) porque convivimos, llevamos comida, comemos, hay 
mucha convivencia, más que todo porque para ir a orar a Dios.” (“…It is a very neat 
experience that I have had there (in an evangelical church) because we gather in 
fellowship together, we take food, we eat, there is much community, more than anything 
because of going to pray to God”). 
In addition, direct communication and advice about immigration services, policy 
changes and proposals, and opportunities for engagement in the safe environment of the 
congregation would help the women avoid relying on rumors and proceed with trusted 
advice. This opportunity to learn about resources and to share information that could be 
trusted might be seen pastorally as a time of “evaluation.” Jose Marins offers that this 
continual effort allows a group to “reflect upon and sum up, affirm, and discover new 
perspectives” (Marins, Trevisan, Chanona 1996, 99) in light of the horizon for thriving in 
the midst of harsh immigration policies and the insecurity these policies generate 
(“evaluate”).  
The women, in essence, saw church as complementary to their faith in God. Yet, 
they were clear about how the church could be responsive and supportive. The women 
looked for opportunities to share their faith in God in a faith community that offered a 
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similar, tangible experience of God. For a receptive congregation, they would have much 
to offer by way of a testimony of faith and much to contribute especially in strengthening 
the dignity and rights of all. 
Convivencia as Creative Alternative to Exclusion  
As seen in chapter 3 and earlier in this chapter, the women call for a practice of 
convivencia as a model for community life in a spirit of celebration. The word carries 
theological weight: convivencia marks the crossroads where a longing for communion of 
a person who has migrated meets with other immigrants who have had similar 
experiences as well as allies who wish to be in solidarity with them. The interviewed 
women believed change was possible and that community could provide the location for 
such transformation. The women themselves made the connection between opportunities 
for spiritual encounter and its wider implications for their own strengthened agency as 
immigrants who wished to know and express their rights. Convivencia in this sense 
offered a counter-narrative to the oppressive threats of immigration authorities. Through 
convivencia, the women could learn from one another and embrace a mutual solidarity. 
In so doing, they modeled the potential for a wider convivencia for church and society, 
rooted in hospitality and justice. An immigrant-led Central America Solidarity Group, 
convened through the Church Council of Greater Seattle, is one local manifestation of 
immigrants and non-immigrants enjoying table friendship as equals. 
The concept of convivencia as faithful praxis offers a new approach to 
congregational life. In the women’s experience convivencia holds transformative 
potential. It is a place of healing and restoration of life in the face of diminishment and 
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oppression. We are reminded from chapter 3 that Castillo Guerra defines “convivencia” 
as “creation of common and harmonic spaces that make true encounter between human 
beings possible” (Groody and Campese, Eds. 2008, 265). As such, convivencia makes 
participants more human: it affirms and upholds our individual and common humanity. 
Therefore, convivencia may both have a place in a congregation but may transcend any 
particular religious formulation. It provides meaning and sustenance for people surviving 
and seeking to thrive in a liminal space. Since such life-giving spirit may exist outside of 
a congregation’s authority, it invites a larger conversation inside churches and other faith 
organizations. In the context of cross-cultural and inclusive faith expressions, it puts the 
immigrant into the position of practitioner and teacher rather than passive recipient of 
dominant-culture ecclesiology. Convivencia can become a fulcrum around which new 
forms of community, including church, may emerge. 
Practically speaking, a faith community of convivencia that accompanies 
immigrant women can draw several lessons from the example of the women’s “mística.”  
The first is that the church can go out to places where the women are present: on the trek 
north, on a freight train, in a caravan, being detained, experiencing separation from 
children, and loved ones. All these realities leave a profound need for places to express 
grief and feel healing; they offer affirmation for a path forward in their lives. The second 
is that the church can provide practical material support, resource-sharing, para-legal 
advice, and opportunities for advocacy. It was emphasized in the interviews that this 
support should not be bureaucratic, with lengthy approval processes, as with traditional 
social service agencies. For example, “Me gusta que cada iglesia u organización se 
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tomara parte de este momento sea de apoyo sin tanto papeleo, o sin tanto espere. 
Simplemente, se debe de emergencia hay que buscar la solución.” (I would like each 
church or organization to take part in this moment to be of support without so much 
paperwork, or without so much waiting. Simply, one ought to as an emergency find a 
solution”). The emergency that many new arrivals experience needs to be treated as an 
emergency, an urgent matter, and support should be proximate and personal. 
The third, and perhaps most intimate, commitment is that the church is invited to 
entregársela (to give itself over, to surrender) to the immigrant women, just as they do 
for each other. This involves implementing any or all of several pastoral options, rooted 
in women’s self-determining hopes for enhancing their own capacity for healing and 
agency for others. One model seen in the San Francisco Bay Area involved spiritual 
retreats for women grounded linguistically, culturally, and symbolically in traditions for 
which they have some experience (conversation with pastoral minister, Berkeley, CA, 
March 12, 2019). These can be places for safety, community, esteem building, healing, 
reconciliation, and gaining a sense of power.  
Another model involves basic Christian communities (comunidades eclesiales de 
base), gatherings in the home or church where reflection on life experience, in light of the 
gospel, could yield personal and communal growth, commitment, and transformation. 
Places of praxis, these communities are a locus for the see-judge-act-evaluate-celebrate 
methodology of faith-filled living (Marins, Chanona, and Trevisan 1983, 66). They are 
places, ultimately, of celebration: 
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To celebrate the steps taken, the goals achieved, to stimulate security, to 
ground hope as the experience of recognizing the grace of community 
sharing, of joy in the journey. To perceive the footprint of God in the 
midst of life and one’s personal and communal walk. (Marins, Trevisan, 
Chanona 1996, 99, translation by researcher)  
A third model, synthesized from the interviews, involves self-organized women 
who gather to discover together emergent needs and to respond, while preparing to offer 
public solidarity in the face of oppressive policies and practices. In this model, the church 
can offer space without a set program. A variant of this model, found in Seattle and 
elsewhere, would be a solidarity group of recent immigrants impacted by current policies 
and people of various religious (or no) religious traditions who commit to build 
relationships with one another and act on opportunities to make a difference for impacted 
communities.  
The models are not mutually exclusive and can operate concurrently. The keys are 
intentionality and authentic face-to-face encounter over time. For members of a 
dominant-culture church or congregation, encounter—in the experience of the Church 
Council of Greater Seattle—can move from the concept of cultural competence to the 
mutuality of cultural humility (Foldy and Buckley 2017, 274). Congregations can 
encourage intellectual, or epistemic, humility in other words encourage 
(their members or participants) to view their fellow citizens (or residents) 
as equal members of their shared community, striving together for better 
responses to shared problems.” (Braunstein, Edwards and Wood 2019, 2) 
Through the practice of cultural humility, faith communities can accompany the 
movement of immigrants impacted by unjust policies. If faith communities accompany 
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well they can help others move from the margins of society to the center of communal 
activity, as protagonists of their own destinies. 
Challenge to Pastoral Ministers and Faith Communities 
The immigrant women’s presence and the testimony of their lives pose a 
challenge to North American faith communities and churches. For the most part (African 
American and ethnic churches excepted), the institutional church presumes the 
perspective of dominant “white” culture where privilege is exhibited, even if not 
acknowledged. Immigrants may be perceived as foreign or other rather than siblings in 
faith and common humanity. Such perceptions are made manifest in behaviors that 
exclude overtly or sometimes less visibly. Equity for immigrant-led worshipping 
communities in terms of spiritual and social resources, staffing, use of facilities, 
investment in leadership, etc. in comparison with the dominant-culture faith membership 
is often found lacking or nonexistent. Further, church as system and institution far too 
often exercises vestiges of a colonial mindset, where new members are expected to 
assimilate into the dominant cultural framework of worship and community life. 
Although professing unity in faith and membership, even multicultural churches may 
tailor belonging and inclusion in such a way that the experience of people who have 
recently migrated is that of “second-class citizens” within their sanctuaries. 
Such blind-spots, limitations, and occasions for sin extend even to faith 
communities who wish to “help” immigrants. Just as services and resources were not 
readily accessible from the churches for most of the immigrant women in our study, so 
too congregations may unwittingly patronize the people they wish to accompany. As 
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mentioned earlier, Letty Russell speaks of a “just hospitality” whereby mutuality and 
exchange of gifts around a table of equity form the core of walking together for justice. 
Such an approach bespeaks the need for a re-orientation for pastoral ministry with regard 
to people who have migrated to the United States. 
A recent experience is illustrative. A beautiful procession and mass were offered 
at an immigrant detention center, with prayers offered for the women and men 
incarcerated therein. Surprisingly, there was no mention of the immense suffering of the 
people who were being detained, separated tragically and traumatically from loved ones, 
nor the conditions inside, nor the violence and trauma that the people had gone through in 
their lives, nor was there a moral call to dismantle the system of oppression that this 
institution of detention represented. Certainly, all who attended became more aware of 
the existence of such a detention center and convinced that these people should not be 
detained. Perhaps the motivation was given to attendees such that they might advocate 
that immigrant stories would be shared, their faces seen, and their cries heard in the 
future. 
However, as Paolo Freire suggests, thinking rightly about an issue, at the 
subjective level, while good, is not enough. “The real question for me is how to transform 
the new comprehension of the concrete, of what is, into action to transform that concrete 
reality.” (Frazer-Evans, A. and R.A. Evans and Wm. B. Kennedy 1987, 220). The 
dominant culture church mindset thinks from a perspective that knowing about an 
injustice, even feeling personally transformed, is sufficient for faithfulness. The next step, 
though, is to act to change the situation. For Freire, liberation comes before salvation; it is 
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a social experience with an individual dimension (Frazer-Evans, A. and R.A. Evans and 
Wm. B. Kennedy 1987, 220). 
Hence, the invitation of the women. Their invitation is precisely that as church 
and as people of faith, we give ourselves over (entregarse) to them, to enter more closely 
into their reality so as to transform this reality together into one that is more equitable and 
just. The pastoral person who accompanies, then, sees reality from the immigrant’s 
perspective, takes cues for action from her, and recognizes that their liberations are bound 
together. This is the real meaning of “walking together” in faith. This is the hope for a 
faith community or church that practices what it proclaims. The local congregation itself 
is called to be transformed because it is so moved from within, just like the Good 
Samaritan who was moved to his very guts (“splanchnoi” in the original Greek in the 
Gospel of Luke 10:33), that it is compelled to expand the notion of neighbor in creative 
and inclusive ways. 
Opportunities for Further Research 
Further study is needed regarding best practices for pastoral accompaniment of 
migrating peoples from El Salvador, Latin America, and elsewhere in the world. This 
study calls for faith communities and churches to practice “just hospitality” by opening 
its doors to migrating people and also by changing its own practices and structures to 
offer welcome in mutuality. Understanding the traumatic experiences among immigrant 
women and their psychological and emotional recovery needs is a topic worthy of 
exploration. One interviewee spoke about the importance of hospitality and community. 
“Y con las amistades que yo he logrado ahora, que me soportan en el sentido que de un 
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plato de comida, un techo y luego amistades que me dirigieron y que me apoyaron a mi 
propia sanación, tanto emocional, psicológica, como spiritual.” (“And with friendships 
that I have acquired now, that support me in the sense that from a plate of food, a roof, 
and then friendships that they guided me and supported me to my own healing, as much 
emotional, psychological, as spiritual”). Finally, the impacts of policies on Central 
American women, including the separation of parents and children, warrants more 
research, both in quantitative and qualitative analysis, and in a longitudinal survey. 
In Conclusion: A Note on Confronting Racism 
Finally, the researcher’s encounter with recent Salvadoran women immigrants 
would not be complete without briefly addressing a word that was not expressed directly 
in the interviews, but which pervades their experience: racism. In crossing borders to the 
United States, the women entered into a space that is racially constructed. The terms of 
public discourse on immigration policy make it socially acceptable to debate the use of 
dehumanizing rhetoric and, for some, even allow for the violent taking of children from 
Central American parents. Even though the latter practice has officially been rescinded, 
separation of children from their parents through detention, through prolonged stays in 
Mexico for asylum seekers, and through aggressive enforcement by Mexican and 
Guatemalan police and military, continues in various forms.  
Lamentably, in the U.S. historical narrative the separation of families, for 
example, has occurred in policies aimed toward Native Americans (boarding schools, 
etc.), at African Americans through the institution of slavery, and through the 
incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II. The practice of family 
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separation of migrating peoples in all its forms at the southern U.S. border, and in the 
interior of the country, today would be condemned and considered unacceptable 
throughout society if the impacted population were Caucasian. The fact that the victims 
of such practices and policies are people of color allows the dominant culture to view 
harsh enforcement means as socially acceptable. Justification of such practices, as noted 
earlier, is rooted in categorizing certain immigrants, particularly Central Americans and 
Mexicans, as “socially illegal.” 
In 1994 the researcher saw television ads during the Proposition 187 debate in 
California (where he lived at the time). The initiative called for social services, schooling, 
and medical care to be denied people perceived to be undocumented. On the screen were 
images that allegedly depicted large groups of people of color crossing the southern 
border into the U.S. (Lee 2019, 268). I learned that xenophobia or the fear and hatred of 
foreigners; in this case, directed at people from Mexico (Lee 2019, 7) was a particular 
form of racism. Erika Lee argues that xenophobia is an “enduring” (Lee 2019, 13) 
ideology: “a set of beliefs and ideas based on the premise that foreigners are threats to the 
nation and its people” (Lee 2019, 8). Central Americans today have seen their ability to 
qualify for asylum and permanent status curtailed. This form of exclusion, coupled with 
demeaning rhetoric, plants fear in these and other people of color around the globe. The 
women from El Salvador who participated in this study have been subjected to the same 
social forces as other Central Americans. Yet, they have persevered, even in the face of 
risk, through the assertion of their full humanity. 
  132 
 
In this study, the women’s trauma from the migration experience continued into 
their present suffering and struggle to thrive in the United States. The promise of 
convivencia holds out hope for a communal setting where the women’s voices, agency, 
and solidarity matter for themselves and others. The interviewees’ testimony takes its 
place in a national context where facing up to systemic racism continues to be perhaps its 
greatest domestic challenge.  
Many churches and faith communities practice “just hospitality.” Some even offer 
sanctuary to immigrants at risk for deportation. Yet, xenophobia is also part of many faith 
communities’ stories. Churches particularly reflect the dominant culture and its sins 
unless and until much inner work is done to undo institutional racism. Without this work, 
public acquiescence will persist when faced with policies that treat some people as less 
than fully human. The tacit tolerance of “zero tolerance” policies where exhibited, 
including in the institutional church, is racism in practice. Churches too often hold in 
balance the false equivalency of defending borders and providing for humane, 
transparent, and just resource-sharing to enhance the thriving of immigrants of color, 
particularly women and children. In contrast, the practice of “just hospitality” points 
directly to the lucha or struggle for just immigration policies that affirm and uphold 
women (men and children as well) as whole, resilient, worthy human beings. They are 
children of God each and all.  
Racism underlies the vulnerability that the women experience from multiple 
oppressions such as: physical and emotional violence, separation from loved ones, lack of 
secure status, and individualism. Racism, and the white privilege and white supremacy 
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sustaining it, must be dismantled as part of pastoral accompaniment and solidarity efforts. 
The gendered nature of racism (Salcido, Mejivar 2012, 355) as it relates to the women 
studied, and other migrants, compounds the experience of oppression and makes listening 
to women for their solutions just, necessary, and urgent. Justice for immigrants, including 
creating conditions where Salvadoran women may more readily thrive, is dependent upon 
people of faith and the church making racial justice a way of life. The church’s ability to 
see the Salvadoran women for who they are, to listen to their experiences, and to act with 
them in support of their well-being, and that of surrounding immigrant communities, is 
dependent on understanding the racial dynamic at work and changing its practices 
accordingly. This will take time, but most of all, a willingness to be uncomfortable.  
A Final Word of Privilege 
In conclusion, the researcher was privileged to have the opportunity to interview 
five remarkable and courageous Salvadoran women living in the United States. Their 
perseverance through struggle demonstrates the possibility of thriving for migrating 
peoples in a new nation, in spite of numerous obstacles and the risks encountered. While 
often lacking material resources to make ends meet and to support relatives in El 
Salvador, the women themselves were incredibly resourceful in adapting to life in two of 
the most expensive areas in the United States, while hoping to live here in the U.S. 
permanently. 
As the women attest, God’s grace abounds. Their faithfulness is a sign that in 
listening, we can learn, and if we learn we can act justly. The truth of their lives, their 
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surviving and thriving, can set congregations, churches, and faith communities free to be 
liberation agents for all. 
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Glossary of Terms 
Displaced Person 
A person who flees from a situation of social violence and moves within the country in 
which the person is a citizen or long-term resident. Worldwide, the number of displaced 
persons as of 2016 was 21.3 million (Betts and Collier 2017, 15, 237). 
 
Migrant 
A person who moves or is moving from one country to another, for work, safety, and/or 
reunification with a family member or loved one, or for another reason. This movement 
may be seasonal, temporary in duration, or permanent. The women interviewed for the 
study have migrated from El Salvador to the United States. 
 
Immigrant 
A person who has migrated and is planning to or has settled in a country of destination, 
regardless of legal status. Each of the women interviewed is considered an immigrant 
under this definition.  
 
Refugee 
A person who seeks refuge in a country other than their country of origin. The 
status of refugee, under international law, refers to a human being who:  
owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable or, owing 
to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; 
or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his 
former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to return to it. (United Nations High Commission 
on Refugees—Refugee Convention 1951, 14). 
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Refugee status may be granted for people in temporary refugee camps or camps for 
displaced peoples, or fleeing violence or war, and reasons noted above. In the United 
States, the process of attaining refugee status requires significant vetting, background 
checks, and established credibility involving recognized international refugee 
organizations and approval by the United States Department of State (Rabben 2016, 190). 
A refugee, in discourse in the United States, may or may not be recognized by the state, 
that is, may or may not have “refugee status.” (Maley 2016, 9). For example, refugees 
from Southeast Asia due to the effects of the Vietnam War had refugee status as they 
came to the United States. Refugees from the civil wars in the 1980s in El Salvador and 
Guatemala came to the U.S. without having qualified previously for refugee status. 
 
Economic refugee 
A person who flees from the violence of severe poverty and seeks refuge in another 
country; reasons for flight are frequently interrelated with issues of violence, war, 
corruption, and societal disorder or breakdown. While in the 1980s used commonly to 
distinguish from state-recognized “political refugees,” this study used the term 
“economic migrants” to describe people who have moved to the United States ostensibly 
for economic reasons as distinguished from refugees so designated with a corresponding 
legal status and protection.  
 
Asylum 
Taken from the ancient Greek word, “asylos” for “inviolable” (Rabben 2016, 32). As a 
status when applied, it confers refugee status under the definition above and under 
protocols rooted in the U.S. Refugee Act of 1980 and prevailing immigration law as 
determined by the U.S. immigration court system. As a matter of practice, the granting of 
asylum is affected by the priorities and interests of the U.S. Department of State (Rabben 
2016, 131). 
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Asylum-seeker 
Maley defines an asylum-seeker as a person who is seeking to be recognized as a refugee 
(2016, 9). Many immigrants, including a majority of recently arriving Central Americans 
and Salvadorans, apply for asylum to gain an ongoing legal status in the face of having 
fled violence and oppression in their home countries. Under the U.N. Declaration on 
Human Rights (1948) and the U.S. Refugee Act of 1980, immigrants have the right to 
seek asylum and to have their cases adjudicated for credible fear and a well-founded fear 
of persecution (Rabben 2016, 124; Maley 2016, 22–23). A person who has applied for 
asylum and currently residing in the United States has the legal right to live and often 
work in the U.S. pending the decision in the person’s asylum case. The process of and 
requirements for consideration are evolving as of this writing. 
 
Undocumented Person 
This term refers to a person who lacks the legal documents to hold official, federally 
recognized status in the United States. A person may have entered or migrated into the 
United States in an unauthorized manner or may have entered with a valid visa and 
overstayed the time duration for that visa. Social connotations around an undocumented 
status play a significant role in public discourse (Dreby 2015, 5). Negative connotations 
associated with “illegality,” including criminalization, racism, and other forms of 
dehumanization, are explored in chapters 4 and 5. The researcher has chosen to use the 
term “undocumented” for non-legal status, noting the complexity of immigration law and 
the flux in interpretation of status and the shifting (and sometimes extra-legal) 
mechanisms of immigration enforcement.  
 
Legal Status 
A term defined as a type of “presence” a person not born in the U.S. holds while residing 
in the U.S., in accordance with U.S. immigration law at a particular time. Various forms 
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of immigration status exist under U.S. law. The term is used most frequently with regard 
to categories of residence in the U.S. involving establishing grounds for inadmissibility or 
exclusion, including delimiting the ability of temporary workers to live permanently in 
the U.S. (Chomsky 2014, 12). Permanent legal residency and naturalized citizenship are 
permanent, authorized types of legal status. Reception into the U.S. as a refugee and the 
granting of asylum reflect other forms of legal status. Residency in the U.S. for a defined 
period of time under a visa of various types provide for another form of legal status. 
Under certain circumstances, people without permanent, authorized status could be 
subject to apprehension, detention, and/or deportation by Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE). 
 
Temporary Protected Status 
A form of status, for nationals from certain countries as determined by the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security, “that provides employment authorization and 
protection from deportation for foreign nationals who cannot return to their home 
countries” (Baran and Salgado 2017, 1). Natural disasters, wars, and civil strife in a 
particular country may lead to such a designation. The end of TPS for Salvadorans would 
change the status for nearly 200,000 people, with deleterious effects for their families 
(Baran and Salgado 2017, 1). 
 
DACA (i.e.,  Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) 
A type of legal relief for children who were born outside of the United States and 
immigrated with their parents before the cut-off date. It has given qualifying 
undocumented youth and young adults “the right to work and not be deported for two 
years, subject to renewal for an additional two years” (Amstutz 2017, 49–50). An appeal 
to terminate DACA is being heard by the United States Supreme Court in 2019. 
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Immigrant Survival 
The conditions necessary for, and action taken, in order to preserve one’s life. Action to 
survive may include fleeing from one’s country of origin after experiencing threats or 
expressions of violence, war, social or political chaos, and/or economic deprivation and 
devastation. Survival includes passage to a place where there is not an immediate risk of 
physical violence, loss of life, or of being killed. Survival presumes a minimum of basic 
needs being met, such as food, shelter, emergency medical care, that allow for day-to-day 
functioning in society. Preservation of life does not guarantee security, whether 
considered emotionally, financially, or legally. 
 
Immigrant Thriving 
The condition of well-being as measured by self-sufficiency, self-determination, and 
autonomy in life. Self-sufficiency may be defined as the income needed to make ends 
meet without resorting to government or private assistance (Pearce 2001, 2). 
Self-determination may involve the ability to make decisions without coercion, including 
reunification with and support for one’s children. Self-determination also includes the 
pursuit of opportunities to advance economic, social, and legal status for oneself and 
one’s family, especially one’s children, including work, education, language acquisition, 
and sustainable housing. Autonomy in life may include freedom from fear, healing from 
trauma, and security in one’s legal status (perceived or actual). Understanding the 
movement from surviving to thriving is a key component for the present study. It is fluid; 
one may  appear to be thriving and move back to surviving. Lack of security, financial or 
legal, has a significant impact on one’s ability to thrive. Thriving assumes and 
incorporates the experience of suffering and vulnerability in a life-affirming and life-
enhancing way. 
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Mutual Proposals for Action 
The joining together of the experiences of the interviewed women and their vision for 
thriving in the U.S. and the active engagement of faith communities that seeks to act for 
social justice with the women in the public square. Engagement together includes 
discernment of action steps from a foundation of personal relationship that recognizes the 
leadership of Salvadoran, immigrant women. 
 
Northern Triangle 
A term that refers to the countries of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. These are 
Central American countries from which large numbers of people in certain time periods 
(1980s; 2013-present) have migrated to the United States through the U.S. Southern 
border. 
 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
ICE is the enforcement agency on immigration matters within the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS). Its focus includes interior enforcement, the immigration 
detention system, and the removal system including deportation. Residency and 
citizenship applications are handled by a different subdivision within the DHS: The 
United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS). 
 
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) 
CBP is the agency within the Department of Homeland Security responsible for border 
security and admittance at both the Southern and Northern borders and at other ports of 
entry; its authority at the border areas extends 100 miles inland. 
 
 
 
151 
 
 
Department of Homeland Security 
The United States cabinet-level department created in the aftermath of the September 11, 
2001, terrorist attack. Offices related to immigration enforcement, border patrol, and 
customs matters are subdivisions of this department.  
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Institutional Review Board 
 
December 5, 2018 
 
Michael Ramos 
School of Theology 
& Ministry Seattle 
University 
 
Dear Michael, 
Thank you for completing all required revisions for protocol FY2019‐010 “Salvadoran Migration to 
the United States: Lessons of Challenge and Hope for the Church,” now approved until June 1, 
2019. 
 
IRB approval expiration for student principal investigators aligns with anticipated graduation 
dates, and continuing approval depends on registered status at Seattle University. The SU IRB 
cannot provide oversight for research studies led by non‐active SU affiliates, such as alumni or 
unregistered students. 
 
Carefully read the following post‐approval policies, for which your faculty adviser is jointly 
responsible to ensure that you follow. Always use the most updated forms on our website. 
 
 If you want to make any changes to the protocol during the course of the study, including 
an extension due to a later graduation date, you must submit an IRB Modification Request 
before implementing the change. You may not initiate any modifications without written 
IRB approval. 
 If you conclude data collection and will no longer work with or contact participants (i.e., 
data analysis stage only), you may submit a Downgrade to Exempt request, eliminating 
the requirement for further IRB oversight. 
 If you do not request a downgrade, then before graduation or at least a week before 
approval expires (June 1, 2019), you must submit an IRB Closeout Report, so we can 
officially close the protocol to remain in compliance with Federal and SU human subjects 
protections policies. In the report you will clarify what will happen to any identifiable data 
(e.g., will be retained/stored by faculty adviser) as described in the approved protocol. 
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 If you wish to continue with the project beyond the IRB approval period, you will need to 
submit a Modification Request to transfer lead PI status to your faculty adviser. You may 
then continue to work in collaboration with the SU faculty affiliate in the role of an 
unaffiliated co‐investigator. 
 Finally, if for any reason, you should not continue working on the project, please notify the 
IRB immediately, so we can mark the protocol as withdrawn. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Andrea McDowell, PhD IRB Administrator 
 
Email: mcdowela@seattleu.edu Phone: (206) 296‐2585 
 
 
 
cc: Dr. Sharon Callahan, Faculty Adviser 
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
Administration 201  901 12th Avenue  P.O. Box 222000  
Seattle, WA 98122‐1090 
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Invitation to Participate in Study of Salvadoran Women: 
For PI and Contacts Who Have Signed Confidentiality Agreements 
 
Se invita a mujeres Salvadoreñas que han estado en Estados Unidos desde 2010 y 
después para considerar su participación en un estudio por un candidato por el doctorado 
de ministerio. Su participación voluntaria y confidencial consistiría en tomar parte en una 
entrevista de 60–90 minutos con el alumno investigador, Miguel Ramos, quien ha 
trabajado por los derechos migratorios desde 1993. Se interesa en conocer las 
experiencias que se conducen al superarse en Estados Unidos y aprender como la iglesia 
pueda acompañar a la comunidad salvadoreña en forma autentica y solidaria. Para mayor 
información para considerar su participación, favor de llamar a Miguel Ramos al número 
(206) 465–6263. 
Salvadoran women who have been in the United States since 2010 and thereafter 
are invited to consider participation in a study by a Doctor of Ministry candidate. Your 
voluntary and confidential participation would consist of taking part in an interview of 60 
to 90 minutes with a student researcher, Michael Ramos, who has worked for immigrant 
rights since 1993. He is interested in knowing your experience which has led to your 
thriving in the United States and learning how the church can accompany the Salvadoran 
community in an authentic form with solidarity. For more information to consider your 
participation, please call Michael Ramos at (206) 465–6263. 
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This invitation will be shared with people who the designated contacts or PI 
knows who may qualify to participate in the research. Recruitment will be principally by 
word of mouth. This invitation complements the initial verbal recruitment. A meeting to 
review the details of an interview and to go over the consent form would follow any 
initial interest. 
Verbal Script for Initial Recruitment of Potential Participants 
I have a friend who is a doctoral student who is conducting a study of Salvadoran 
women in order to know their experience of what has helped them to thrive in the United 
States. Participation is voluntary. Are you interested in knowing more information?  (If 
the answer is yes) Here I have an information sheet with his telephone number. His name 
is Michael Ramos. If you would like to consider participating, please call him at this 
number. Thank you. 
 
El Guión Verbal para el Reclutamiento Inicial de Participantes Potenciales 
Yo tengo una amistad que es alumno en estudios para su doctorado que está 
conduciendo un estudio de mujeres salvadoreñas para conocer su experiencia de lo que 
les ha ayudado en superarse en Estados Unidos. Es voluntaria su participación. ¿Le 
interesa en saber mayor información?  (Si diga que sí) Aquí tengo una hoja de 
información con su número de teléfono. Su nombre es Miguel Ramos. Si quisiera 
considerar de participar, favor de llamarle a este número. Gracias.  
 
Michael Ramos  
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Consent Script – English and Spanish 
English script will be followed by Spanish script for potential interviewees who will be 
interviewed in Spanish 
Mucho gusto. 
It is good to meet you. 
 
Soy Miguel Ramos, investigador y ministro pastoral que está conduciendo un estudio. Quisiera 
comprender mejor la experiencia de las mujeres salvadoreñas y lo que le ha ayudado en 
sobrevivir y establecerse en Estados Unidos. 
I am Michael Ramos, a researcher as well as a pastoral minister, who is conducting a study. I 
would like to understand better the experience of Salvadoran women and what has helped for 
survival and establishing yourself in the United States. 
 
¿Le interesa saber más? 
Would you like to hear more? 
 
Si responde afirmativamente, sigo así. Por esta conversación, utilizo nada más su primer 
nombre. ¿Cuál es su primer nombre?  ¿Vive en esta ciudad?  ¿Proviene de El Salvador?  
Comparto que he visitado a El Salvador y soy parte con mi iglesia en un hermanamiento 
parroquial con una iglesia en El Salvador. Actualmente, en mi trabajo ayudamos a personas 
migrantes Centro Americanos a su salir de la detención de la inmigración. 
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If she responds affirmatively, I continue as follows. For this conversation I will only use your first 
name. What is your first name?  Do you live in this city?  Is El Salvador your country of origin?  I 
will then share that I have visited El Salvador and that I am part of a church that has a sister 
parish relationship with a church in El Salvador. Currently, in my work, we assist Central 
American immigrants upon their leaving immigration detention. 
 
Por el interés en proteger su privacidad, no voy a utilizar su apellido en el estudio ni en los 
documentos de entrevista. 
In the interest of protecting your privacy, I will not be using your name in the study nor in our 
interview documents. 
 
Comparto el propósito del estudio: por medio de cinco a quince entrevistas y observaciones, 
busco a saber algunos valores y principios de mujeres de El Salvador recién llegadas que 
conducen al sobrevivir y superarse, y que puedan enseñar a los feligreses estadounidenses 
caminos a propuestas mútuas de acción. Ciertamente, me preocupa el bienestar de la 
comunidad salvadoreña y su futuro en Estados Unidos. 
I will share the purpose of the study: through 5 to 15 interviews, I am seeking to learn the values 
and principles of recently-arrived Salvadoran women that lead to survival and thriving, and that 
can teach people of faith (and the church) pathways to proposals for mutual action. Certainly, I 
am concerned for the well-being of the Salvadoran community and its future in the United 
States. 
162 
 
 
 
¿Cómo le parece este estudio?  Se conduce las entrevistas directas (cara a cara) por 
aproximadamente una hora y media (al máximo) y por medio de una serie de preguntas 
desarrolladas con anticipación que cada persona entrevistada va a escuchar y contestar. 
¿Quisiera que esté presente otra mujer durante la entrevista? (Si la respuesta es “Sí”) arreglo 
entonces que una mujer se llama Marina Ortiz este presente. Sin embargo, yo conduciré la 
entrevista. En parte, el estudio mira a la experiencia de inmigración dentro de Estados Unidos. 
Por eso, estoy seguro que el tema es algo sensible. Voy a tomar medidas para proteger su 
privacidad. También, mantengo los datos de tal forma que asegure su anonimidad. No será 
manera de identificarle directamente por medio del estudio. A lo mejor, el estudio intenta a 
conducirse a fortalecer la presencia de la comunidad salvadoreña en Estados Unidos. 
How does this study seem to you?  Interviews will be done in person (face to face) for 
approximately one and a half hours (maximum) and through a series of questions developed 
ahead of time for each person to hear and respond to. Would you like another female to be 
present during the interview? (If the response is “Yes”) I will arrange for a woman named Marina 
Ortiz to be present. However, I will conduct the interview. In part, the study looks at the 
experience of immigration in the United States. For this reason, I am sure that this is a sensitive 
theme. I am going to take measures to protect your privacy. Also, I will maintain data in such a 
way that your anonymity will be ensured. There will not be a way to identify you directly through 
this study. In the end, this study seeks to lead toward the strengthening of the presence of the 
Salvadoran community in the United States. 
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¿Está bien que revisemos la forma de consentimiento para participar en la entrevista?  Si la 
respuesta es afirmativa, continuamos. Presento: voy a leer un documento se llama forma de 
consentimiento. Después de eso, confirmes o digas que no si este Ud. abierta a y aceptas a 
participar en una entrevista como parte del estudio, o si hay cualquiera pregunta o duda. No 
hay obligación ninguna en participar en este estudio. Este libre en decir no quiere participar. 
O, si desee más tarde, en quitar su participación en el estudio. Su participación en el estudio 
es completamente voluntaria. ¿Me comprende que es decisión suya a participar o no 
participar en el estudio? Leo la forma completamente en español. 
Would it be okay with you if we reviewed the consent form in order to participate in an 
interview?  If the response is yes, we continue. I say: I am going to read the document that is 
called a consent form. After that, you may confirm that you are open to and accept participating 
in the interview or if you wish to say no, or if you have any questions or concerns. There is no 
obligation at all to participate in this study. You are free to say that you do not want to 
participate. Or, if you decide later on, to stop participating in the study. Your participation in the 
study is completely voluntary on your part. Do you understand that it is your decision to 
participate or not to participate in the study?  Then, I read the consent form in Spanish. 
 
¿Entiende Ud. lo que acaba de leer?  ¿Quisiera que lo lee de nuevo?  Contesto cualquiera 
pregunta que surge. 
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Do you understand what I just read?  Would you like me to read it again?  I am ready to answer 
any question that the potential interviewee raises. 
 
¿Cómo piensa sobre el participar en el estudio?  Recuerde que puede cambiar su mente y 
poner un paro en su participación más tarde. Escucho a la respuesta de la candidata para la 
entrevista. 
What do you think about participating in this study?  Remember that you can change your mind 
and stop your participation later on. I listen for the response of the candidate for the interview. 
 
Comprendo que está afirmando su participación. Pido su confirmación verbal que consiente a 
participar. Escucho la confirmación. Le entrego una copia de la forma de consentimiento para 
sus archivos. Asigno a Ud. un número escrita de identificación que es la única manera de 
conectar a Ud. con su aceptación a participar. 
(If the answer is yes,) I understand you are saying yes to participating. I ask for your verbal 
confirmation that you are consenting to participate. I hear your affirmation. I am giving you a 
copy of the consent form for your records. I will assign a written identification number  that is the 
only way to connect you with your acceptance to participate. 
 
¿Está bien?  ¿Hay otras preguntas?  Gracias por esta conversación. Is everything fine?  Do you 
have any other questions? 
Thank you for our conversation (whether potential interviewee consents or not).  
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Consent to Participate in Research 
Consentimiento de Participar en Estudio de 
Investigación 
 
TITLE: Salvadoran Women’s Migration to the United States: Lessons of Challenge and 
Hope for the Church 
Título: Migración Salvadoreña a los Estados Unidos: Lecciones de Desafío y Esperanza 
para la Iglesia 
 
INVESTIGATOR: Michael Ramos, School of Theology and Ministry, 206.465.6263 
INVESTIGADOR: Michael Ramos, Escuela de Teología y Ministerio, 206-465-6263 
 
ADVISOR: (if applicable) Dr. Sharon Callahan, School of Theology and Ministry, 
206.296.5330 
CONSEJERA: Dra. Sharon Callahan, Escuela de Teología y Ministerio 
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PURPOSE: You are being asked to participate in a research project that seeks 
to investigate the experience of Salvadoran women who have 
migrated to the United States and what has contributed to the 
ability to survive and thrive in your new country. This will help the 
church to become more active in accompanying and supporting 
Salvadorans and other immigrants. You will be asked to complete 
an interview which will last for approximately 90 minutes. 
 
PROPÓSITO:  Ud. está invitada a participar en un proyecto de estudio 
investigador que intenta a conocer la experiencia de mujeres 
Salvadoreñas que han migrado a Estados Unidos y a saber lo que ha 
contribuido a la capacidad de sobrevivir y avanzar en sus vidas en su 
nuevo país. Este ayudara a la iglesia ser más activa en acompañar y 
apoyar a los Salvadoreños y otras gentes inmigrantes. Esta invitada 
a participar en una entrevista que durara por aproximadamente 90 
minutos. 
 
SOURCE OF SUPPORT: This study is being performed as partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the doctoral degree in ministry at Seattle 
University. 
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FUENTE DE APOYO: Este estudio se conduce como el cumplir parcial de los requisitos 
para el nivel doctorado en el ministerio en Seattle University. 
 
RISKS: There are no known risks associated with this study (minimal risks). 
However, responding to questions may generate strong emotions 
related to information shared related to the experience of 
migration. There will be no information shared that identifies you 
before, during and after the interview (information will be 
protected). This will occur through a coding system so that your 
name is not used or shared. This will eliminate the risk of any legal 
consequences that might affect you by your participation. 
RIESGOS: Los riesgos son mínimos de participar en el estudio. Sin embargo, 
el responder a las preguntas pueda generar unas emociones 
fuertes relacionadas a la información compartida sobre la 
experiencia de migración. No será ninguna información 
compartida que le identifica a Ud. antes, durante, y después de la 
entrevista. La información se protectará por medio de un sistema 
de código para que no utiliza ni difunde su nombre. Así, eliminará 
el riesgo de consecuencias legales que afecte su participación. 
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BENEFITS:  The public, including the faith community, is very interested in 
knowing what helps Salvadoran immigrant women and other 
immigrant women in their survival and thriving in this country. 
Your participation will contribute to greater understanding toward 
this goal and will lift up values that can help shape church and 
(governmental) practices toward your community.  
  
BENEFICIOS:  El público, incluso la comunidad de fe, está muy interesada de 
conocer lo que ayude a las mujeres inmigrantes de El Salvador en 
el sobrevivir y el avanzar en Estados Unidos. Su participación 
contribuirá a la comprensión mejor hacia la meta y distinguir los 
valores que puede informar a la iglesia y las pólizas públicas hacia 
la comunidad. 
 
INCENTIVES: You will receive no gifts or incentives for this study. You will be 
reimbursed for the costs of travel and parking for an amount no 
greater than $30 for your participation. Participation in the project 
will require no monetary cost to you. 
 
INCENTIVOS: Ud. no recibirá ningún regalo ni incentivo por participar en el 
estudio. Se reembolsará para los gastos de viaje y estacionamiento 
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para una cantidad de no más de 30 dólares. No hay gasto requirido 
por su participación y no debe tener ningún costo.  
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: Your name will not be collected in connection with this data. No 
direct identifier will be used linking you to the data of the study. 
Your name will never be used in any public dissemination of these 
data (publications, presentations, etc.). All research materials and 
consent forms will be stored. I will protect from disclosure any 
information that might indirectly be identified with you as much as 
possible by grouping demographic information and keeping tapes 
under in a safe box in a locked location.  
 The data will be stored in a password protected file in a folder 
protected by another password. Any hard copy material such as 
written notes or tape recordings will be held in a locked cabinet, 
with only the interviewer having access. Human subjects research 
regulations require that data be kept for a minimum of three (3) 
years. When the research study ends, any indirectly identifying 
information will be removed from the data, or it will be destroyed. 
All of the information you provide will be kept confidential. 
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CONFIDENCIALIDAD: No se utilizará a su nombre en conexión con la información en el 
estudio, ni conectará algo que le identifique a las entrevistas y los 
datos del estudio. Ninguna identificación directa se conectará a 
Ud. con los datos del estudio.  No se utilizará a su nombre en 
cualquier diseminación pública de los datos (publicaciones, 
presentaciones, etc.). Todos los materiales y formas de permiso 
serán guardados. Guardaré de revelación cualquiera información 
que indirectamente se identificará con Ud. tan pronto como 
posible por medio de agrupar la información demográfica y 
protegiendo las grabaciones en lugar cerrado en caja protegida. 
  
 Los datos serán guardados en un archivo protegido por password 
en otro archivo también protegido por password. Cualquier 
material de copia dura como notas escritas o archivos audios se 
guardan en un gabinete seguro, que solo sea accesible por el 
investigador. Las reglas de la investigación de sujetos humanos 
requieren que mantienen los archivos por un mínimo de 3 anos. 
Cuando termina el estudio, toda la información ligada a la 
identficación indirecta se quitará de los datos, o se destruyará. 
Toda la información que provees se mantiene de forma 
confidencial. 
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RIGHT TO WITHDRAW: Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may withdraw your 
consent to participate at any time without penalty. Your withdrawal 
will not influence any other services to which you may be otherwise 
entitled. 
 
DERECHO DE SALIR:  Es voluntaria su participación en el estudio. Tiene el derecho de 
quitar su consentimiento en cualquier momento sin consecuencia. 
Su salir no va a influenciar cualquier otros servicios a los cuales se 
puede o debe recibir. 
 
SUMMARY OF RESULTS: A summary of the results of this research will be supplied to you, at 
no cost, upon request. The summary will be available two months 
after the interview. The researcher’s phone number is  
 xxx-xxx-xxxx.  
 
RESUMEN DE RESULTADOS: Un resumen de los resultados del estudio se le mandará a Ud. sin 
costo, si lo pide. El resumen será disponible dos meses después de 
la entrevista. El número telefónico del investigador es  
xxx-xxx-xxxx. 
VOLUNTARY CONSENT: I have read the above statements and understand what is being 
asked of me. I also understand that my participation is voluntary 
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and that I am free to withdraw my consent at any time, for any 
reason, without penalty. On these terms, I certify that I am willing to 
participate in this research project. 
 
 I understand that should I have any concerns about my participation 
in this study, I may call Michael Ramos, who is asking me to 
participate, at 206.465.6263. If I have any concerns that my rights 
are being violated, I may contact Dr. Michelle DuBois, Chair of the 
Seattle University Institutional Review Board at (206) 296-2585. 
 
CONSENTIMIENTO (SP) VOLUNTARIO: 
 He leido las declaraciones arriba y comprendo lo que se pida de mi. 
También comprendo que es voluntaria mi participación y que puedo 
quitar mi consentimiento en cualquier momento, por cualquiera 
razón, sin pena ni consecuencia. Con estos acuerdos, certifico que 
puedo participar en este proyecto de estudio de investigación. 
 
 Comprendo que si tengo alguna preocupación sobre mi 
participación en este estudio puedo llamar a Michael Ramos, quien 
me pregunta a participar, al número 206.465.6263. Si tengo la 
preocupación que hay violación de mis derechos, yo puedo 
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contactar a Dra. Michelle DuBois, (Chair) Presidenta de la Mesa de 
Revisión Institucional de Seattle University al número 206.296.2585. 
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APPENDIX E: DATA COLLECTION PROTOCOLS 
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Data Collection: Interview Questions for Each Individual Interview 
Questions will include: 
 Please describe who you are and your current setting – the city where you live 
and the type of work you do, family members, type of home; Favor de 
describir quien es Usted y su ubicación actual – la ciudad en la cual vive y el 
tipo de trabajo que hace, sus miembros de familia, su tipo de domicilio;  
 Please describe how you arrived to your current setting; Favor de describir 
cómo llegó a su ubicación y situación actual;  
 What is your experience as a Salvadoran in the United States?   
¿Qué ha sido su experiencia como Salvadoreña en Estados Unidos? 
 How has your family been affected by your coming to the United States?  
¿Cómo ha sido afectada su familia por su venida a Estados Unidos?  
 How have you been affected by coming to the United States?   
¿Cómo Ud. ha sido afectada por venir a Estados Unidos? 
 What has helped in your survival in the United States?   
¿Qué le ha ayudado en su sobrevivir en Estados Unidos? 
 How is your daily life impacted by current immigration policies and 
enforcement?  ¿Cómo está impactada su vida diaria por las pólizas 
migratorias y enforzamiento? 
 How has faith sustained you?  ¿Cómo le había sostenido su fe? 
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 What are your hopes and dreams for your future in the United States?  
¿Cuáles son sus esperanzas y sueños por su futuro en Estados Unidos? 
 What obstacles and challenges exist for your well-being in the U.S.?  ?Cuáles 
son obstáculos y retos que afectan su bien estar en Estados Unidos? 
 Have you had contact with any churches in the U.S. and what has been your 
experience of these churches?  ¿Ha tenido contacto con unas iglesias en 
Estados Unidos y que ha sido su experiencia de estas iglesias? 
 How would you describe your involvement in local community issues, 
including related to federal immigration practices and reform?  ¿Cómo 
describiría su participación en asuntos comunitarios locales, incluso 
relacionadas a prácticas migratorias federales y reformas? 
 How do you see yourself and other Salvadorans participating in creating 
policy change that would give Salvadorans greater security and stability in the 
United States?  ¿Cómo se ve a si misma y a otras salvadoreñas en participar 
para desarrollar cambios de pólizas que brindarían a salvadoreñas mayor 
seguridad y estabilidad en Estados Unidos? 
 What else would you like to say?  ¿Qué más quisiera decir? 
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APPENDIX F: CODING PROTOCOLS 
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Coding Protocols 
Model One: Word Count 
Method employed:   
 Listing of words used in Spanish, marked for each usage.  
 Words repeated in same sentence or in same paragraph with same meaning 
counted as one.  
 Count done twice: at beginning of coding process and at end of coding 
process. 
 Initial results confirmed, with minor changes. 
 
Model Two: Themes lifted by analysis of responses to each question.  
Preference given to questions eliciting most responses from direct experience. 
Testing for relationship of responses to pivotal question 3: “What has been your 
experience as a Salvadoran in the United States?” 
Synthesis of answers to each question: 
1. Answers were limited. Work was described most fully. 
2. Participants had to leave El Salvador for reasons of violence and poverty 
(interconnected). 
3. Life is difficult. Returning to El Salvador is not an option. 
4. Separation from children is the hardest experience, part of leaving everyone and 
everything behind. 
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5. Thought that life including work would be easier in U.S. than it is. Experience of 
trauma. Healing is possible. 
6. Getting work and experiencing community has been most helpful. Lack of 
community has been a challenge. 
7. Left suffering, but find no physical, emotional nor legal security in U.S. Desire to 
help others. 
8. Faith in an accessible God is indispensable. God is at the center of life. 
9. Hope to visit relatives in El Salvador, to reunite with family members and for 
peace and security in the U.S. 
10. Seeking status and acceptance as productive residents. 
11. Desire for more community and access to resources and information. 
12. Desire for assistance to meet basic needs for a better future for their children and 
to help others with their needs. 
13. Seek to unite as a local Salvadoran community, open to other Central Americans. 
14. As people of valor and dignity, seek more support from the church. 
From these distilled answers, a review of questions where the respondents reflected 
the most direct experience commenced; namely, the answers to questions 2 through 8, 
from a perspective of appreciative inquiry. Why might the participants most often 
note their experience as “difficult”? 
Here is where the journey of migration, as experienced by the participants, was most 
relevant. This was logical as the narrative of responses was studied under this model. 
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Although questions focused on the experience in the United States, participants 
invariably drew on their experience of why they left El Salvador, the loss they 
experienced in coming and the struggle to thrive that they were currently living. Most 
prominent in their journey were the following: 
 Direct threats of violence forced participants to move in almost all cases. 
(Question 2) 
 Separation from children and family was a preoccupation that they carried 
from El Salvador to the United States, even if migration took place several 
years before (Question 4) 
 While having fled from suffering in El Salvador, there was a predominant 
experience of insecurity in the United States (Question 7). 
 In the face of oppression, God was present, active, and sustaining, beyond all 
obstacles and challenges that the participants experienced. 
The answers to these questions provided the context necessary to understand the 
word “difficult”. It also offered a clue to the meaning of the word for the women. 
Difficult or hard (dura) was an indicator of the pain that the women carried. Given 
their life experience and the emotion with which the women shared, it was easy to 
appreciate for the “empathic listener.”  Yet, the responses required going one step 
further. Difficulty and pain were not isolated experiences. They pervaded the 
different dimensions of life, such that they constituted a fundamental theme: 
suffering. The women, like the Servant of Yahweh, knew suffering. 
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Suffering in turn has two dimensions: the felt experience borne in daily existence; 
and, its ability to transform human beings and the people they encounter. In other 
words, for the women, suffering was not in isolation. It did not have the last word. 
For them, God did. Hence, God was the One who responded in times of crisis and 
throughout the migration journey. This was a message that the women wished to 
share with the church and all who would hear. This may well have been a 
motivation for their participation in the study. 
 
Model Three: Coding for Themes 
Careful listening and reading in Spanish were done for responses across 
interviews for all questions. A total of 73 codes were readily distinguishable (see 
Appendix G). These were considered primary codes, noted through several 
criteria: 1) repetition; 2) emphasis; 3) related to surviving and thriving. 
 
The primary codes most frequently repeated were, in order: 
1. Work 
2. Family Together/Separated 
3. Suffering/Pain 
4. Immigration Reform/Solution 
5. Community. 
Codes were then combined by their relationship with one another.  
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For example, 
1) Faith, God, and church were combined. 
2) Seeking support for oneself and expressions of desire to support others were 
combined, because the researcher interpreted them to be related as culturally 
relevant. 
3) Flight, being forced to leave El Salvador, and codes related to survival were 
combined. 
4) Fear and related responses, including status and security, were combined. 
 
These major codes were then divided into “Codes of Surviving” and “Codes Impeding 
and Enhancing Thriving” and listed in Chart 3. 
Five themes were distilled from the codes and written. A summary paragraph was 
written. The themes and paragraph were cross-referenced with the results from 
Model One and Model Two and verified as accurate to the experience of the 
participants.
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APPENDIX G: MODEL 3 – CODING FOR THEMES 
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Coding for Themes 
Primary Codes (73): Based on Repetition, Emphasis, Related to Surviving and Thriving 
Interpreted and Translated from Spanish by Principal Investigator 
 
Family together/separated, difficult – 15 recurrences 
Family reunification – 1 
Family resistance – 2 
Family tragedy – 1 
Dependency on work, impact on family – 1 
Son, children – 4 
Migrating for betterment of family – 2 
Migrating for a better life – 1 
Remittances – 2 
Good experience – God to thank – 1 
Pain of separation – 2 
Shame – 1 
Understanding – 1 
Language – 10 
Study – 5 
School – 4 
Reasons for flight, forced, detention, war, history – 11 
Reception, host family – 6 
Lack of reception – 3 
Church – not a resource – 3 
Church – religions – 6 
Faith in God – 10 
Devotion – private – 1 
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Dream of return – 5 
Knowledge of laws, rights – 1 
Fear of immigration – 3 
Fear – 8 
Current laws, uncertainty – 5 
Immigration encounter – 2 
Status – 7 
Immigration reform, solution, help, sharing experiences, testimony – 13 
Contribution – 2 
Ordeal, contingency – 2 
Self-sufficiency, place to live – 3 
Work, difficult to find, new, compared with El Salvador – 10 
Workplace incident – 1  
Economically contribute – 2 
Develop a business – 1 
Expensive – 1 
Gratitude – 2 
Hope – 3 
Conflict – 1 
Goal – 1 
“Convivencia” – 3 
Community groups – 1 
Community – belonging, association, dialogue – 11 
Unity, strength – 4 
Support – 11 
Desire for support group, capacity – 3 
Help (others) – 5 
Assistance – receive, others – 9 
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Stuck – 1 
Alone – 4 
Extortion, threat, violence – 3 
Lament – 3 
Grief – 1 
Mistreatment – 1 
Suffering, pain, emotional toll, struggle, bearing with – 14 
Esteem – 1 
Hard – 1 
Survival – 7 
Trauma – 2 
Opportunity – 6 
Struggle/fight – 5 
Security – 8 
Equality, prejudice – 2 
Difficult – 1 
Instability – 2 
Letting go – 1 
Motivation – 1 
Freedom through healing – 3 
Culture – 1 
Moral debt – 1 
